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murid?, it had accepted that Islam had allowed the development of pi7i-muridi as 
a legitimate way of giving spiritual and moral advice. Now, however, it claimed 
that the practice had been abused, and that the majority of those calling them- 
selves pir no longer deserved the title: the personal credibility of the pz7s had sunk 
very low.*? Even though all three continued to participate in Khilafat agitation, 
the outcome of the incident was that other Khilafat leaders could no longer rely on 
them as they had done before. Their apologies had something like a domino effect 
on other pi7s who also began to buckle under British pressure. Most notable of 
these ‘disappointments’ was Pir Turab Ali Shah Rashdi, who apologised to the 
authorities when faced with prosecution after he had delivered a ‘seditious’ speech 
at Nawabshah in July 1921.5° 


47 Daily Gazette, 11 August 1920, p. 5; Loka Shahi (Bombay), 23 August 1920, n.p. in L/R/5/178, p. 
15, IOL. 

The newspaper had been started by Haji Abdullah Haroon in 1919, but was handed over to the 
Sind Provincial Khilafat Committee in 1920, and virtually became its official mouthpiece. On its 
pages, it carried organisational reports, transcripts of important speeches, and day-by-day ac- 
counts of the campaign’s progress. At the same time, in its editorial columns and on its letter pages, 
Al-Wahid actively promoted the Khilafat cause. It launched strong attacks against sections of 
Sindhi Muslim society which remained loyal to British authority. For instance, in November 1920, 
it criticised the Sind Madrasa for having made no response to the call of the country, urging it to 
realise its Muslim duty and shun the western-style education which was ‘making Muslims slaves’. 
Similarly, it conducted a vigorous campaign against loyalist zamindars who, it considered, had 
sold their souls for titles from the British raj ; see Al- Wahid, 3 June 1920, p. Zand 15 July 1920, p. 2. 


48 


49 Al-Wahid, 8 August 1920, p. 2, 22 August 1920, p. 3, 5 September 1920, p. 2. 

50 For details of the arrest of Pir Turab Ali Shah Rashdi after his speech at Nawabshah on 29 July 
1921, see BP (Judicial Dept. Conf.), P/62, pp. 445-57. For press reactions to his apology before his 
trial the following October, see L/R/5/179, p. 1,282, IOL. 
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The factors which caused pirs to behave so unreliably in pro-Khilafat eyes were 
related in part to the position which pirs held in Sindhi society. Pirs in the normal 
course of events were often inhibited from appearing in a court of law or allowing 
themselves to be subjected to the indignities of a prison sentence on account of the 
‘humiliation’ which this represented for them. Just as on these occasions they 
would take great pains to avoid direct involvement in legal proceedings, they now 
shied away from the ‘disgrace’. The idea of being subjected to the same treatment 
as ordinary prisoners threatened to tarnish the aura of being special which helped 
to sustain their position in society. Pirs were also used to good food and easy living 
and so the material discomfort of prison life was an additional deterrent. Forced 
to choose between relative luxury and the demands of the Khilafat cause, they put 
their own interests first. Their desire to escape a spell in prison was so strong that 
pirs were generally prepared to risk undermining their credibility as individuals 
not to mention the credibility of the movement as‘a whole.5! 

The main reason for their retreat in the face of official pressure, however, was 
closely bound up with the British system of control. Unlike the Khilafat’s more 
secular leadership, who combined religious demands with political objectives, 
most of the pz7s who were drawn into the movement in Sind lacked the political 
sophistication to see very far beyond its relatively limited pan-Islamic demands: 
in other words, their Khilafat sympathies were motivated by religious rather than 
anti-British sentiment. Their speeches could be violently anti-British in tone, but 
this rhetoric was not converted into a consistent policy of opposition to the British 
presence in India itself. While the same contradiction was present in other groups 
of Khilafat supporters, it was very marked in the case of Sindhi pr7s for, having 
taken such a prominent stand in the first place, their subsequent ‘inconsistency’ 
stood out all the more. Torn between religious ‘duty’ and the understanding 
which they, as members of Sind’s landed élite, had developed with the British, 
their local interests proved stronger than their wider Indian Muslim loyalties. A 
mixture of ‘political immaturity’ and their firm stake in the status quo under- 
mined the solidity of their Khilafat stand. They were not equipped intellectually 
or emotionally to live with the consequences of their support for pan-Islamic 
agitation in the context of British-ruled India. 

To illustrate these points more clearly, it is worth looking at the conduct of Pir 
Ghulam Mujaddid Sirhindi, who, unlike most other pzrs, did not recant under 
the threat of punitive action when faced with prosecution and imprisonment. The 
reason for his steadfastness lay in his stronger grasp of the national significance of 


5! The case of a Maulvi Muhammad Sadiq of Nawabshah provides a good example of the way that 
physical hardship could break the resolve of certain Khilafat supporters. The maulvi was sen- 
tenced to one year in prison for refusing to furnish security for good behaviour; however after only 
a few days in Hyderabad Central Jail, he changed his mind. When asked to explain his change of 
heart, he answered with a quotation from the Quran: ‘He who takes up a burden which he has not 
the power to bear commits a sin.’ After a week in prison, he had realised that he could not ‘bear 
prison life’, and so paid for his release, see Daily Gazette, 4 November 1920, p. 5. 


95 


SUFI SAINTS AND STATE POWER 


the Khilafat movement. In his speeches, he called upon his followers ‘to struggle 
for the attainment of Swaraj and do what you can for religious freedom and 
betterment ... if we thirty-two crore of Hindus and Muslims become one, then 
even the greatest power in the world cannot oppress us . .. we are suffering the 
present traumas because of past disunity’.5? The pzr’s political development 
demonstrated the radicalising impact on individuals that participation in the 
Khilafat movement could produce. He had taken an active interest in pan-Islamic 
issues before 1919, but this interest had not succeeded in turning him against 
British rule in India. Like his mentor, Maulana Abdul Bari, he had responded 
loyally at the outbreak of the First World War. The authorities in Sind had 
considered him to be particularly ‘well disposed’ towards them; of all the 
members of his family, he was the one most likely to render assistance if respected 
and treated well.53As late as May 1919, the pir had presided over a meeting of 
Muslims and Hindus which had declared its support for the Government in the 
aftermath of the enactment of the Rowlatt Bill, and called upon other pzrs in Sind 
to take active steps to prevent the agitation from spreading to the province.** 

However, as the pir became more involved in the progress of the Khilafat 
movement, his political outlook broadened. He still viewed his participation 
primarily in terms of his religion, each day reciting fourteen sparas from the 
Quran, but his anti-British stand grew stauncher. He was a strong supporter of 
the switch from moderate methods of protest to those of non-cooperation. In his 
speeches, he denounced the British monarch as a ‘dishonest King’, and called for 
his removal from the Indian ‘throne’. By the summer of 1921, the British could no 
longer put up with his speeches which had become ‘so dangerous and inflamma- 
tory’ that, by ‘one alternative or another’, the pir had to be ‘put out of action’.*5 
The opportunity arose following the All-India Khilafat Conference held at 
Karachi in July 1921 where Pir Ghulam Mujaddid spoke in support of the 
resolution that it was religiously unlawful for Muslims to continue in the British 
Army and to encourage other Muslims to join in. He even went so far as to suggest 
that, if the British Government renewed hostilities against Turkey, then Indian 
Muslims should not wait for the next session of Congress to declare civil disobedi- 
ence and the independence of India. Together with six of the most prominent 
leaders present at the Conference, the pir was arrested on charges of conspiracy 
and brought to trial the following October in Karachi.*° 

During his cross-examination, the pir revealed something of the way in which 
the system of control operated. Intense pressure was brought to bear on him to 


52 Extract from the presidential address of Pir Ghulam Mujaddid Sirhindi at a special session of the 
Jamiat ul-Ulama-i Sind, quoted in Al-Wahid, 28 November 1923, p. 1. 

53 HCP, P/Conf/21, pp. 2,477-8, IOL. 

54 Political Dept. File No. 347 (1919), vol. V, pp. 389-91, CSR. 

55 BP (Judicial Dept. Conf.), P/62, p. 217, IOL. 

56 Minault, The Khilafat Movement, p. 140. 
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retract his comments. While in custody awaiting trial, the pir had been visited by a 
number of important people, including Pir Turab Ali Shah Rashdi, who had 
warned him that he faced five years’ rigorous imprisonment and had urged him to 
apologise. Mujaddid remained unmoved: for his religion, he would endure the 
hardships of prison life and take menial work in his stride. The pir chose to 
emphasise his family’s traditional lack of respect for Government authority. 
During the trial, he mentioned a story which highlighted this resistance. His 
ancestor, the famous Naqshbandi sufi, Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi, had refused to 
pass through a very low door when ordered by the Mughal Emperor, Jahangir, on 
the grounds that he would not bow his head to anyone but God. At first, Jahangir 
was angry and sent the sufi to prison. In time, however, the emperor saw the folly 
of his ways and released him. Drawing this analogy, Mujaddid was confident that 
the British Government, like its predecessor, would repent and ask pardon from 
the pir and his companions.°*” In the event, the p77 was sentenced to two years’ 
imprisonment. His treatment aroused a wave of sympathy throughout Sind, and 
pro-Khilafat pzrs led a heated agitation on his behalf. He was regarded as the 
victim of bureaucratic repression, a martyr to the Khilafat cause whose arrest 
helped to bring nearer the eventual day of freedom from British rule. The pir 
served his sentence in full, and, following his release, returned to the forefront of 
local Khilafat agitation.*® 

Pir Ghulam Mujaddid’s individual political development helped him to step 
outside the framework of reference within which the British system of control 
operated. His broader understanding of the aims and responsibilities of the 
movement meant that he was no longer tied to local interests but able to partici- 
pate in a wider political arena. The British policy of taking punitive action against 
pirs had disadvantages as well as advantages: when it was successful, it dealt huge 
blows to the credibility and self-respect of the Khilafat movement in Sind. Yet, it 
remained a risky business in that it allowed pz7s the opportunity to rally support 
before steps were taken against them. As the example of Pir Ghulam Mujaddid 
showed, the scheme depended on the stake of individual pzrs in the status quo: 
when that stake was no longer considered important, the administration was left 
vulnerable. 

By the beginning of 1921, the system of control had begun to work in more 
straightforward ways again. As the religious issue, which had sparked off Khilafat 
agitation, was increasingly overtaken by the more general anti-British tone of the 
Non-Cooperation movement, loyalist pzrs felt able to speak out with less fear of 
being accused of disloyalty to their religion. Even pirs who had participated in the 
Khilafat protest began to withdraw their support. Pirs, in the main belonging to 
well-established Suhrawardi and older Qadiri shrines, took a prominent réle in 


57 The Historic Trial of the Alii Brothers, Dr. Kitchlew, Shri Shankaracharya, Moulana Hussain 


Ahmad, Pir Ghulam Mujaddid and Moulana Nisar Ahmad (Karachi, n.d.), Part II, pp. 6, 133. 
58 Hindu, 17 September 1921, n.p., in L/R/5/179, p. 1152, IOL. 
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the formation and organisation of aman sabhas, so-called ‘peace associations’, 
which sprang up under official orchestration throughout the province during 
1921. The Hyderabad District Aman Sabha, for instance, was set up in August 
1921. Its leadership was dominated by local pirs. Apart from the post of Presi- 
dent, which was held by the Collector of Hyderabad, pirs filled the important 
positions on the managing committee. The branch’s Vice-Presidents were the 
Makhdum of Hala, Pir Siddiq Muhammad of Bukera and Pir Bhulan Shah of 
Norai. Its ordinary members included Pir Ghulam Muhammad of Jhok, Pir Ghot 
of Bhit Shah, Pir Ghulam Haidar Shah of Bulri, Pir Vilayat Shah of Bukera and 
Makhdum Ghulam Haidar, brother of the Makhdum of Hala.5? This level of 
participation was repeated at district and village level all over Sind. Meetings 
were held at which non-cooperation was condemned: little mention, however, 
was directly made of Khilafat issues. The inaugural meeting of the aman sabha at 
Rohri, attended by relatives of the Pir Pagaro, passed resolutions calling upon 
Sindhis to be loyal to the Government, and to take action to stop the menace of 
non-cooperation.™ Similarly, at a loyalty meeting at Lyari, in Karachi, reference 
was made to the ‘benevolent and unselfish character of British rule’. Its organisers 
called on a local pir, Pir Anwar Shah, to take the lead in the branch’s peace 
propaganda, reminding the audience of the loyal stand taken by the pz7’s late 
father at the outbreak of war in 1914. The pir responded by promising to ‘do 
everything possible to keep all his murids and others of his Quarter from sedition 
mongers’.°! 

In the same way as pro-Khilafat pirs took advantage of the institutions of the 
mela and the urs to promote their cause, so loyalist pirs now exploited the 
magnetic power of the dargah to draw large audiences to aman sabha meetings. 
One meeting held during the annual fair at Pir Pithoro, under the presidentship of 
Pir Siddiq Muhammad Shah of Bukera, attracted over 3,000 participants. Pir Ali 
Bakhsh Shah of Bhit Shah prohibited ‘preaching’ by men in khadar at the mela 
held at his family’s shrine in May 1922.° Pirs also discussed ways of coordinating 
their actions. Following a gathering of pirs from Lower Sind at Udero Lal in 
January 1922, a hidayat or injunction was issued which enjoined their murids 


entirely to keep themselves aloof from this dangerous movement, 
heartily to join their efforts to those of peace-loving men in putting 
down acts of violence resulting therefrom, to adopt all lawful means 
to combat and destroy the nefarious Non-Cooperation Movement, 
and to remain loyal to the King Emperor and his Government in 
India, for by these lawful and effective means alone can religious 


59 Daily Gazette, 5 August 1921, p. 4. 
6 [bid., 29 August 1921, p. 4. 

61 Ibid., 14 December 1921, p. 8. 

62 Ibid., 17 September 1921, p. 5. 
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and worldly interests of Mussalmans be saved from falling into the 
jaws of ruin and destruction.© 


Unswerving support for the authorities was the outcome of a conference of pirs 
from Upper Sind which met at Sukkur in May 1922 under the presidentship of 
Pir Saleh Shah Jilani of Ranipur.°* The example of senior sajjada nashins was 
very important in deciding the outlook of minor members of apir family. In 1921, 
Pir Mahbub Shah was still trying to win new recruits for the Khilafat cause from 
within the Rashdi ‘clan’ by calling a meeting at Bangi Kalhoro near Larkana. His 
efforts, however, got nowhere. Few pirs attended for they knew that the gathering 
had nothing to do with the head of the family, the Pir Pagaro.® 

The amount of publicity given to the very significant contribution of pro- 
Khilafat pzrs to the successes of the movement in Sind has tended to obscure the 
fact that the majority of sayjada nashin families remained firmly outside the 
campaign. At first, this meant that they simply did not add their voices to the call 
for support for the Caliphate. Later, this ‘neutrality’ was replaced by a prominent 
stand against the ‘evils of non-cooperation’. For their services, they were well 
rewarded. Apart from the normal selection of honours and awards, the 1920s saw 
the distribution of land in areas to be served by the Sukkur Barrage, and many of 
the pirs who remained conspicuously loyal during the Khilafat period earned the 
right to buy up hundreds of these fertile areas at very nominal prices. 


The success of British efforts to control the crisis represented by the Khilafat 
movement and to regain the upper hand demonstrated in very decisive terms the 
effectiveness of the system of control on which the structure of local adminis- 
tration rested. The British were correct to take very seriously the dangers of a 
concerted challenge to their authority by pro-Khilafat pizs. The power of these 
pirs to mobilise support caused considerable administrative problems and so 
officials, like their counterparts in the Khilafat movement, strove to win pirs to 
their side. In the end, it was the system which was largely responsible for securing 
the ‘loyal’ response of sajjada nashins belonging to shrines whose interests bound 
them closely to the British administration and non-confrontational political ac- 
tivity. Likewise, it was the system which weakened the opposition of pro-Khilafat 
pirs. Despite the fact that they had begun to assert their wider Indian Muslim 
identity and needed to fulfil the expectations of their followers, their interests 
were still embedded first and foremost in Sindhi society and hence in the 
63 I[bid., 5 January 1922, p. 11. 
6 Ibid., 27 May 1922, p. 8. 
65 Sind CID Report, weekending 5 May 1921, Curry Papers, Box 1V, p. 55, CSAC. 
66 Many pirs received rewards in return for their cooperation during the Khilafat period. At the 
Commissioner’s darbar held at Hyderabad in February 1922, ten pirs and satyids were given an 


assortment of afrinnamas, lunghis and swords as marks of British appreciation, see Political Dept. 
File No. 331 (1922), comp. 6, n.p., CSR. 
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preservation of the local framework of authority. Threats to the stability of their 
position drastically undermined, in practical terms, the strength and extent of 
their commitment to the Khilafat cause, and so the prospect of a concerted 
confrontation was overwhelmed by the desire of the majority of pirs in Sind to 
retain the privileges conferred on them and preserved by British rule. 
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A more complex system of political 


control: pirs and politics under the 
raj, 1900-1947 


I and [my] followers are pleased with the services of Rats Ali 
Muhammad Man, Assembly Member of Shahdadpur taluga ... he ts 
[an] old worker of Musliman [sic] ... we recommend the League 
ticket this time also be given to him [and] hope he will win. 


The system of control which linked pzrs, both materially and ideologically, to the 
British, encouraged them to take part in new forms of political activity as a wider 
political context developed. Their involvement was the logical extension of the 
British need to retain their support as the system grew more complex. It also 
reflected the pirs’ desire to be recognised as powerful figures within their own 
localities. Gradually, their political horizons broadened as the scope of political 
activity in Sind grew wider. The steadily increasing franchise, along with im- 
proved communications, extended the potential influence which they were able to 
wield at the time of elections, and so pirs became an indispensable ingredient in 
the success of electoral campaigns. Individuals as well as political parties made 
concerted efforts to enlist their support, for with it, as often as not, came the votes 
of their murids. The backing of pzrs contributed in considerable measure to the 
growth of the Muslim League in Sind, which eventually, like the British, came to 
seek ‘collaborators’ in the countryside. Pirs now emerged as a ‘bridge’ between the 
structure of local politics and the political ideals of a broader Muslim community 
in the shape of the demand for Pakistan itself. 


Pirs respond positively to the growth of electoral 
politics 
Pirs, as members of Sind’s landed élite, were successfully incorporated into the 
local machinery of the colonial state created by the British. As the British 


! Pir Muhabullah Shah Rashdi, Sajjada Nashin Pir Janduwalla to M. A. Jinnah, 21 October 1946 
(?), Sind VIII, p. 78, SHC. 
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attempted to build up a more solid basis of legitimacy for their rule, they 
introduced the principle of local representation, based at first on nomination, 
later on elections. Pirs took advantage of this more complex system of political 
control by participating in local government institutions as well as higher-level 
advisory and legislative bodies. In this way, they were able both to confirm their 
position in local society and to strengthen it through these new arenas of 
power-broking. 

The British were not long in Sind before they made efforts to adapt local 
government institutions ‘framed on British models’ to the conditions prevailing in 
the Sindhi countryside.* In 1865 the Bombay Government extended to Sind its 
Act of 1863 ordering the establishment of Local Funds and the creation of local 
district committees and municipal bodies.* The system, however, was unsatis- 
factory. Only a very small proportion of the Sindhi population lived in urban 
centres which were large enough to qualify as municipalities. The vast majority of 
people lived in the countryside in small villages and hamlets and fell outside the 
scope of the municipal regulations. Officials found little enthusiasm for the local 
district committees among tax-payers. By 1880, the committees were meeting 
only rarely, and all ‘initiative, control and responsibility’ still rested with govern- 
ment officials such as Collectors and their deputies.* 

In 1882, Lord Lytton’s scheme for the extension of local self-government was 
formulated, and, two years later, embodied in the Bombay Act I of 1884. Under 
this Act, the management of affairs in each district was entrusted toa district local 
board which had authority over a lower tier of taluga local boards.5 Initially pirs 
showed little interest in participating in these bodies, but, as the committees 
gained in strength and as membership took on greater prestige, they began to 
respond more positively, joining boards, both in nominated and elected ca- 
pacities. Their high social status made them obvious candidates for the honour of 


2-H. T. Sorley, The Gazetteer of West Pakistan: The Former Province of Sind (Including Khairpur 

State) (Karachi, 1968), p. 648. 

The Act authorised a cess on land which provided the bulk of the revenue assigned to the embryonic 

local bodies. District Committees administered affairs in rural areas while municipalities which had 

begun to spring up in the major towns were invested with additional functions. On top of their 
responsibility for the provision of sanitation, cholera control and other civic functions, these bodies 
were now also entrusted with running hospitals, dispensaries and schools. In 1873, their powers 
were extended further, see Mohsin Farooqi, ‘A Study of Local Government Institutions in Sind 

during the British Period: 1843-1947’ (PhD thesis, University of Sind, 1970), p. 36. 

+ Sorley, Gazetteer, p. 649. 

5 Farooqi, A Study, p. 45. The size of district local boards was fixed at twenty-four. The President 
could not be an elected member and during the early years the position was normally filled by the 
local Collector. Nominated members also included Assistant and Deputy Collectors, Executive 
Engineers, Education Inspectors, as well as sanitary and health officers. The elected members 
represented the talugas, the municipalities and the holders of entire alienated villages. In the same 
way, taluga local boards were also presided over by the highest officials in the sub-division. They 
normally consisted of fifteen members, of whom half were elected and half nominated, see Cecil M. 
Putnam Cross, The Development of Self-Government in India: 1858-1914 (New York, 2nd edn. 
1968), p. 118. 
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nomination, while their economic interests qualified them to take part in the 
electoral process, the right to vote and to stand for election being based on 
property and income.° Membership of the boards reconfirmed their position in 
society, reiterated the respect and deference which they considered to be their 
natural due, and highlighted the influence which they wielded.’ It meant that 
they were better placed to protect their — mainly landed — interests, and, thus, it 
widened the scope of their patronage.® 

The importance which individual pzrs placed on sitting on local boards was 
reflected in the way in which they put themselves forward for election. The 
influence and respect which they commanded greatly assisted their chances of 
being selected. Certain boards were dominated by particular sajjada nashin 
families.? Even when pirs did not stand for election themselves, candidates were 
very much aware of their ability to mobilise and control the voting. In an election 
to the Hyderabad Municipal Board in 1913, ‘Sayyads [szc] and Pirs were called in 
from various parts of Sind for the purpose of influencing the Mohammadan 
voters’.!9 Nor did pirs limit their involvement to simple membership. Many often 
served as office-bearers, which further emphasised the respect which was due to 
them as well as the position in society which they occupied. The principle of 
greater local representation was accompanied by moves towards offices being 
filled by non-official, elected members. Whereas Presidents had always been local 
British officers, and Vice-Presidents usually the local mukhtiarkar, after 1915 the 
situation had begun to change. First, non-official Vice-Presidents were elected: 
then Presidents could also be drawn from among the ranks of non-official 
members. Eventually, by 1938, like all councillors, Presidents and Vice-Presi- 
dents were no longer appointed but elected by their fellow councillors. Under 
these circumstances, pirs, who aimed at civic office, had two factors in their 
favour. Their local influence stood them in good stead as it did in all other 
elections for which they put themselves forward, while the fact that the member- 


6 The franchise was based on two criteria: property and income. The right to vote and to stand for 
election was extended to those people who either owned real property bearing a value of 5,000 
rupees or an annual assessment of 48 rupees, or received an annual income of not less than 500 
rupees or a monthly pension of 50 rupees, see Sorley, Gazetteer, pp. 649-50. 

7 Asmembers of district and taluga boards, pirs were often introduced to senior British officials such 

as the Commissioner-in-Sind, the Governor of Bombay and even the Viceroy, see, for instance, 

Political Dept. File No. 3 (1904), vol. II, p. 88; and Daily Gazette (Karachi), 20 November 1926, 

p. Il. 

District boards organised many essential local services. By 1919, they had become totally respon- 

sible for the upkeep and running of primary schools, dispensaries, dharamsalas and travellers’ 

bungalows. They also supervised the ordinary maintenance of roads and bridges, village sanitation 

and vital supplies of drinking water, see Farooqi, A Study, pp. 62, 64, 70. 

At Ghotki in Upper Sind, for instance, satyzds belonging to the local pir family took all the Muslim 

seats on both the municipal and taluga boards after 1919, see Daily Gazette, 14 February 1919, p. 

4 and Sind Official Gazetteer, Part I-A, 17 September 1925, V/11/2730, p. 257, IOL. 

10 Sind Gazette (Karachi), 3 April 1913, p. 7. 
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ship of the boards often contained their relatives assured them of a block of 
votes. !! 

The concept of hierarchy which permeated the attitude and approach of prs 
towards the system of honours and darbars, was reinforced by their participation 
in local representative institutions. There was a clear hierarchial difference 
between taluga local boards and those which had control over districts as a whole. 
Consequently, less important or younger members of a pir family took up 
positions at the taluga level, while more senior relatives sat on district local 
boards and municipalities. Hierarchy was repeated by the way in which the 
British used to nominate more senior prs, leaving the less important to take their 
chances in the electoral process, while the fact that sons often took their fathers’ 
places, or younger brothers took those of their older brothers further emphasised 
the importance of hierarchy. 

Certain pirs regarded active involvement of this kind as a violation of the 
distance from government on which they felt that their spiritual reputation still 
depended. Their desire to maintain a physical distinction between themselves 
and more mundane concerns of life meant that they chose not to cross the divide 
by becoming directly involved themselves. This decision, however, did not 
automatically signal antagonism towards the British: more often, it simply in- 
dicated an established practice of separation from the affairs of government. Yet, 
the need to be seen by the rest of society as ‘recognised’ by the authorities 
remained. To ignore entirely the benefits to be gained from taking part in this new 
arena of prestige seemed a high price to pay. Most pzrs overcame this dilemma by 
being ‘represented’ by less important relatives or their khalifas.}% 

The same forces which motivated pzrs to take advantage of the additional power 
and influence offered by elected local boards, persuaded some to look further 
afield to provincial and all-India legislative councils as new arenas in which to 
demonstrate their importance. At first, representatives from Sind were nomi- 
nated by the Commissioner-in-Sind to the Bombay Legislative Council and the 
Council of State. The number of people involved was still very limited, and pz7s 
did not figure amongst those chosen in this fashion. Once the electoral principle 
was introduced, however, the picture altered, and pirs took a more active role, 
both as voters and as candidates. 

Pirs as members of Sind’s Muslim élite were enfranchised in two ways: they 
could select representatives in their capacity as members of district and municipal 
boards, and as propertied Muslims. Out of the twenty-one elected seats on the 


1 Pir Rasul Bakhsh Shah, sajjada nashin at Ghotki, became President of its Municipal Board, 
although on this occasion his election was secured when, as Chairman of the meeting, he cast the 
deciding vote in his own favour, see Daily Gazette, 23 October 1925, p. 5. 

12 The Makhdum of Hala was never directly involved himself. Instead the family was represented by 
his brother, Makhdum Ghulam Haidar who was local councillor on the Hyderabad District Local 
Board for many years, see Northern India’s Who’s Who (Lahore, 1942), p. 17. 
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Bombay Legislative Council in 1909, for instance, four were chosen by district 
local boards, four by the municipalities and four more by Bombay’s Muslim 
community.!3 Many leading pirs also qualified for the special franchise awarded 
by the British to leading jagirdars and zamindars. The decision to recognise the 
importance of the great Sindhi landowners by creating this privileged constitu- 
ency with the right to send its representative to the Legislative Council in 
Bombay, was taken during the mid 1890s. It mirrored for Sind the creation of 
special seats for the influential sardars of the Deccan and Gujarat.!* First- and 
second-class jagirdars were automatically entitled to a vote, while zamindars 
qualified for membership of this exclusive ‘club’ by paying an average land 
assessment of at least 1,000 rupees over the three years before an election. 
Electoral rolls were revised annually to include those whose assessments had risen 
above the necessary amount and to exclude voters whose revenue payments had 
fallen short.!5 

The majority of enfranchised pzrs belonged to the third of these categories, and 
the electoral lists were scattered thickly with the names of pzrs who, as important 
zamindars, were entitled to vote. The authorities considered this whole group 
important not just for preserving law and order but also for improving conditions 
in the Sindhi countryside. Over 30 per cent of occupied land in Sind was held in 
estates which exceeded 500 acres in size. The British, therefore, looked to the 
owners of these estates to lead the way in ‘agricultural experimentation’ and 
finance the far-reaching changes in agricultural practice which accompanied the 
irrigation schemes of the late nineteenth century and the early decades of the 
twentieth.!© It was considered very necessary for their point of view to be fully 
considered, and for this reason they became entitled to separate representation. 
Nor did the privilege cease with the reforms introduced in 1919. Rather, the 
authorities felt that the great divergence in interests between the great landowners 
and the petty peasant proprietors enfranchised by the Act meant that the jagzr- 
dars and zamindars had to retain their special vote.!” 


13. Sind Official Gazetteer, Extraordinary, 22 November 1909, V/11/2670, p. 76. For an example of a 
list of pis and satyids selected by district local boards and municipalities as delegates to elect an 
Additional Member to the Bombay Legislative Council in 1912, see General Dept. File No. 141 
(1912), I, comp. 3, pp. 63-5, 91-3, CSR. Municipalities were entitled to select delegates for the 
election to the Bombay Legislative Council provided that they had at least five thousand inhabi- 
tants, see General Dept. File No. 141 (1916), vol. II, p. 93, CSR. 

4 Sind Official Gazetteer, Extraordinary, 22 November 1909, V/11/2679, p. 76. 

15 General Dept. File No. 141 (1916), vol. I, p. 5, CSR. 

16 General Dept. File No. 141 (1920), vol. I, pp. 6-7, CRS. 

The only changes which were introduced were designed to protect the exclusive nature of the vote, 

and involved doubling the qualifying threshold to 2,000 rupees a year. This was in order to keep out 

‘less desirable’ zamindars from Thar Parkar, Larkana and the Upper Sind Frontier districts who 

did not possess the level of influence and respectability required by the authorities. Changes of this 

sort, however, had little impact on the number of pi7s already included for most paid enough 

assessment to ensure their continued membership of Sind’s most select political constituency, see 

ibid., pp. 27-61. 
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Pirs took a leading réle in these elections from as early as the middle of the 
1890s. Many acted as nominees for candidates. At the same time, nominating 
someone did not ensure that the candidate in question would receive the vote of 
his proposer or seconder, nor did it mean that a pzr’s support was necessarily 
available at the time of subsequent elections. In spite of open backing during 
election campaigns, many pirs did not eventually cast their votes. Voting, by and 
large, does not seem to have been considered as important as nominating a 
candidate. Whereas the former was done by the electorate as a whole, the latter 
represented a more individual act which had the added advantage of establishing 
good relations with the candidate.!8 The proportion of pirs who actually turned 
out and voted was therefore usually low. As a group, however, they were not 
especially ‘lax’. During the early years of the twentieth century, small turnouts 
were a regular feature of elections. As the century progressed, improvements in 
communications and transport, together with greater understanding of the elec- 
toral process itself, were reflected in the larger proportion of voters, including 
pirs, who made it to polling stations.!9 And, just as pirs prospered by being 
associated with a candidate’s success, so someone standing for election benefited 
from pirs’ support in order to win votes. Positive backing by an influential pir was 
always welcomed by candidates. Their influence was often manipulated to secure 
votes. Shaikh Sadiq Ali, Deputy Commissioner for Mehar and later Vazir of 
Khairpur State, was elected to the Bombay Legislative Council in 1907 with the 
help of Pir Alan Sani, who sent telegrams and messages to his murids in Tatta, 
instructing them to vote for the shazkh in return for his blessings and pleasure.2° 

By 1920, it had become very difficult for candidates to work among voters 
‘without the active support of influential local men’ such as pirs and mirs.2! The 
immense spiritual hold of pzvs over the majority of Muslims in Sind was directly 
translated into and measured by the electoral success of the candidates whom they 
supported. The authorities themselves recognised that unless ‘very considerable 
progress’ was made, elections would remain a ‘farce’, since the people of Sind had 
‘no idea of the meaning of an election’ and gave ‘their vote on purely personal 
considerations’ .22 This assesssment was reinforced after a decade of experience of 
elections based on a wider franchise by the report of the Indian Statutory 
Commission which described the large part played by pzrs in securing the 
attendance of voters and in directing their votes: 


months before [an] election, ... candidates visit the principal 
places in their constituency and meet voters individually or 
collectively, according to the importance of the person or exigency 


18 Judicial Dept. File No. 1 (1903), comp. 28, pp. 153, 154, 156, 159, CSR. 
19 Judicial Dept. File No. 1 (1907), vol. XII, p. 169, CSR. 

20 Judicial Dept. File No. 1 (1907), vol. XII, pp. 543-8, CSR. 

21 Daily Gazette, 30 October 1920, p. 7. 

22 General Dept. File No. 141 (1921), p. 21, CSR. 
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of the occasion. As ... election days approach, paid workers are 
engaged, manifestoes are issued, meetings are held and posters and 
handbills are distributed. Besides these open measures, [however], 
the candidates approach voters through the influential men of the 
locality who are favourably disposed. In the case of Mahommedan 
voters, the Pir or Sayed [szc] ... becomes the most useful canvasser 
and no candidate could succeed without the assistance of such 
persons. No corrupt practices of the nature of payment for voters 
have been proved, but money has been freely used in the travelling 
and entertaining expenses of Pirs. . .2 


Pirs did not limit their influence simply to assisting others to victory. The 
earliest attempt by a pir to gain election was that of Pir Sahibdino Shah of Bulri, 
who first stood as a candidate for the election to the Viceroy’s Legislative Council 
in 1911. Only his early death in 1914 prevented him from eventually securing a 
seat, for after the constitutional changes of 1919 the number of representatives 
from Sind to Bombay was increased by the creation of ‘Mahommadan Rural 
Constituencies’, and it was left to his son, Pir Ghulam Haidar Shah, to take 
advantage of these new opportunities during the 1920s.24 The Government of 
India Act of 1919 signalled the candidature of other pirs who were, by and large, 
from the same sayjada nashin families which were already taking similar initiat- 
ives at the local level. These families had developed a well-established relation- 
ship with British rule. It was in their interests to incorporate themselves 
successfully into the machinery of the colonial state. While the older generations 
within these families had received a purely traditional Muslim education, a 
substantial proportion of the younger generation was being educated along 
western lines by the 1920s and 1930s. The same families who participated in the 
district, taluga and municipal boards, therefore, cropped up among the lists of 
candidates for elections to Bombay or to the centre. Pir Rasul Bakhsh Shah of 
Ghotki stood for election in the Muslim rural constituency of Sukkur, was duly 
elected in November 1923, and continued to represent the seat until the separ- 
ation of Sind from Bombay Province in 1936.25 Provincial and all-India bodies 
provided pirs with more scope in which to demonstrate their influence. The réle 
of pirs, both direct and indirect, in the widening electoral process introduced by 
the British confirmed their power in terms of the support which they were able to 
mobilise: their participation illustrated their willingness to take advantage of new 
electoral opportunities in order to reinforce their position as local leaders. 


23 Indian Statutory Commission (London, 1930), vol. VII, p. 424. 

24 Sind Gazette, 17 June 1914, p. 8; Sind Official Gazette, 9 October 1930, V/11/2740, p. 2,110, 
IOL. 

25 Daily Gazette, 16 November 1923, p. 5. 
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Pirs and the widening political arena to 1937: the 

politics of associations 
At the same time as Sindhi pirs were being drawn to electoral politics, they were, 
from the end of the nineteenth century, also being attracted to associations and 
organisations which represented their interests as Muslim leaders and powerful 
landed élites. Their involvement reflected their desire not to be left out of the 
widening framework of political activity which was something which they could 
not afford to ignore. It was still as local leaders that they were motivated to act: 
and the protection of their local interests ensured that, on the whole, they 
supported the authorities. It was during the same period that many also began to 
be involved in concerns which were shared by other sections of the wider Indian 
Muslim community. 

Pirs’ recognition of the need to protect their interests as landowners was first 
indicated by their membership of local zamindar associations. The primary 
concern of these associations was lower land assessment rates. They also lobbied 
the authorities for improved irrigation facilities and other agricultural develop- 
ments. Pirs took leading réles within local associations, whose meetings often 
coincided with important fairs at their dargahs. Pirs formed the backbone of 
many local associations. This was partly a reflection of the respect which many 
zamindars accorded them, but it was also a sign of their strong landholding 
interest. The Hala Zamindar Association was dominated by the local religious 
‘aristocracy’. In the early 1930s, its president was Makhdum Ghulam Haidar, 
brother of the Makhdum of Hala, while its secretary, Pir Baqadar Shah, belonged 
to the leading sazyid family of the nearby town of Matiari.2¢ 

The most influential organisation to which nearly all of the more politically 
active pirs belonged by 1917 was the Sind Mahommedan Association. This 
branch of the Central National Mahommedan Association was set up in 1883 by a 
leading Sindhi Muslim educationalist and philanthropist, Hasan Ali Bey Ef- 
fendi.2” The Association’s membership was drawn from Sind’s Muslim landed 
élite — ‘waderos, pirs and mirs’ — with a few merchants, resident mainly in 
Karachi.2° Its main purpose was to lobby on behalf of the Muslim community for 
its ‘fair share’ of the benefits of British rule, especially as far as Muslim represen- 
tation was concerned. Pirs joined deputations to the Governor of Bombay and the 
Viceroy on their tours through Sind. Their addresses focused on the relatively 
small proportion of Muslims in the local government service. As early as 1895, 
these had pointed out that there was not a single Muslim official magistrate 


26 Daily Gazette, 23 January 1933, p. 3. 

27 The National Mohammadan Association was launched by Amir Ali in 1878 as a pressure group 
demanding preferential treatment for Muslims: within ten years it had acquired more than fifty 
branches scattered throughout India, see Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indian Nationalism: 
Competition and Collaboration in the Later Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 1971), pp. 310-13. 

28 Political Dept. File No. 350 (1917), vol. II, n.p., CSR. 
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serving in Sind at the time. Complaints increased as the twentieth century 
progressed, repeatedly stressing the need for the expansion of higher education 
among Sindhi Muslims and urging the authorities to increase the amount of funds 
available for this purpose.2? The Association’s desire for higher levels of Muslim 
education in Sind was reflected in its early support for Effendi’s project to set up a 
madrasa modelled along Aligarh lines. This ambition was realised in 1885 with 
the establishment of the Sind Madrasa in Karachi. Its combination of a western- 
style curriculum and traditional religious instruction turned it into the premier 
educational institution for Muslims in Sind. Pirvs were among its most important 
sponsors, as well as a rich source of financial support for other educational 
establishments. °° 

Pirs sometimes found that their r6les as Muslim leaders and large landowners 
created a direct conflict of interests. This potential problem was revealed most 
clearly by their mixed reaction to the proposed introduction of a‘Mahommedan’ 
Cess Bill designed to raise money needed for the expansion of educational 
facilities for Muslims in Sind. The bill was introduced in the Bombay legislative 
Council by G. M. Bhurgri in 1912. It sought to levy one quarter of an anna on 
every rupee of land assessment in order to pay for the promotion of Muslim 
education. The leadership of the Sind Mahommedan Association held meetings 
to rally support for the bill. But, with the exception of Pir Ghulam Mujaddid 
Sirhindi, pzrs did not figure prominently amongst the members of the Association 
who actively campaigned on the bill’s behalf. Pir Ghulam Mujaddid’s cooperation 
was the result of his family’s close ties with Bhurgri’s: other pirs did not have the 
same ‘obligations’ to fulfil. Many pis came out openly against the bill primarily on 
financial grounds. At meetings held throughout the length and breadth of Sind, 
the bill was condemned, and pirs were amongst its harshest critics.>! 

Hostility to the Cess Bill did not mean that pzrs were necessarily opposed to the 
question of extending educational facilities for Sindhi Muslims. As individuals, 
they were prepared to give large sums of money: but they preferred their 
donations to be made on a voluntary, not an obligatory, basis. Their concern 
about the state of Muslim education was in harmony with their réle as Muslim 
leaders, but they seemed to fear that, once their generosity became ‘compulsory’, 


29 Political Dept. File No. 3 (1895), comp. 4, n.p., CSR. By 1917, the position of Mushms in the 
higher ranks government service was: 


Hindus Muslims 
Revenue Dept. Deputy Collectors 56% 22% 
Revenue Dept. Mukhtiyarkars 79% 19% 
Judicial Dept. Sub-Judges 82% 18% 
Educational Dept. 74% 10% 
Public Works Dept. 77% 8% 


Political Dept. File No. 349 (1917), vol. II, n.p., CSR. 

30 For the Pir Pagaro’s contribution to the Sind Madrasa, see District Magistrate, Karachi, to Acting 
Com-Sind, 31 May 1895, Police Dept. File No. 2D (1894-5), vol. II p. 25, CSR. 

31 Sind Gazette, 2 May 1912, p. 5, 22 May 1912, p. 5 and 9 July 1912, p. 8. 
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they would lose the power which control over the ‘purse strings’ gave them. In 
addition, the authorities’ sponsorship of a network of madrasas throughout Sind 
modelled on the one in Karachi, transformed these institutions into something by 
which local notables could earn further respect in British eyes.*2 Pirs contributed 
to madrasa funds, and joined their governing committees.*? This interest 
eventually extended, in 1924, to the proposed creation of a Sind Zamindari 
College, to ensure that ‘the landed gentry of the province [was] sufficiently 
educated to look after its interests’ and ‘not elbowed out in the onward march of 
democracy by their remaining without education’: the Pir Pagaro alone contrib- 
uted 5,000 rupees to the appropriate fund.*+ 

The Sind Mahommedan Association was very well suited to the needs of the 
British system of control. Its outlook reflected the attitude of its membership; like 
the majority of pirs, it was ‘loyalist’ and pro-Government in outlook. Association 
members contributed ‘very satisfactorily’ to the war effort between 1914 and 
1918, primarily through the payment of War Loans rather than the supply of 
recruits, as it was not until April 1917 that the authorities decided to accept 
recruits from Sind on account of their ‘unwarlike and undisciplined reputation’ .35 
The innate ‘conservatism’ of pzrs was illustrated by their attitude towards the 
question of Home Rule. In 1917, a branch of the Sind Mohammedan Association 
at Sukkur decided to present a petition to the Viceroy against Home Rule.*° This 
caused a split within the ranks of the Association for the branch at Hyderabad 
under G. M. Bhurgri’s leadership immediately passed a resolution supporting the 
introduction of Home Rule. Finally a compromise was reached. In place of 
outright rejection, a milder clause was inserted which held that Home Rule was 
against the interests of the Muslim community, but, if reforms had to be in- 
troduced, then it trusted that steps would be taken to ensure that these interests 
would be safeguarded. Included in the delegation which presented the address to 
the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford, in Karachi was Pir Pir Shah Rashdi.37 

The 1920s and early 1930s did not witness any significant decrease in the 
loyalty towards the British displayed by pzrs who were involved in the Sind 
Mahommedan Association. Following its pro-British stand during the Khilafat 
agitation, the Association continued to press for Muslim interests: separate 
electorates and separate representation in the legislatures and local bodies, as well 
as special encouragement to counteract the general ‘backwardness’ of Sind’s 
Muslim population. Both as individuals and in organised groups, pzrs took an 
open stand against the Congress-led Civil Disobedience of 1930. Aman sabhas, 


32 For a discussion of fund-raising approaches made to leading pirs, see General Dept. File No. 4 III 
(1902), vol. I, comp. I, pp. 13-21, CSR. 

33 General Dept. File No. 4 III (1908), comp. 4, p. 39, CSR. 

34 Daily Gazette, 7 June 1924, p. 15 and 12 March 1925, p. 7. 

35 Political Dept. File No. 350 (1919), vol. III, comp. 20, n.p., CSR. 

36 G. A. Chagla to AIML Secretary, 24 September 1917, SPML Papers, 1, p. 8, FMA. 

37 Daily Gazette, 10 October 1917, p. 5, and 30 October 1917, p. 10. 
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echoes of Khilafat days, were formed, and pirs once again took leading réles 
within them. Mass meetings were held in the interior at which pis warned against 
‘the harmful results’ of the campaign. These efforts were brought together at a 
meeting hosted by the Makhdum of Hala at which nearly fifty leading pzvs were 
present. In his opening speech, the Makhdum condemned the Civil Disobedi- 
ence movement for encouraging lawlessness and for generally undermining all 
forms of authority. He urged all pzvs to support the resolution which called upon 
them to use everything in their power to defeat the movement, which, if left 
unchecked, would, he warned, ‘introduce Bolshevism’, a British propaganda 
catchword, into India.38 

Pir opposition to Civil Disobedience can be seen as part of the campaign for the 
separation of Sind from Bombay Presidency in which prs also flexed their 
influential muscle. The conference organised by the Makhdum of Hala, for 
instance, also passed a second resolution calling upon the Government to concede 
Muslim demands at the London Round Table Conference which included the 
separation of Sind. By 1930, the campaign for separation had attracted fairly 
widespread support among pirs and saryids on account of its direct appeal to 
feelings of resentment against supposed Hindu ‘exploitation’ which had taken 
root amongst all sections of the Muslim élite in Sind. In this way, Sindhi pz7s were 
being drawn into the growing communal atmosphere of politics largely as a result 
of their determination to protect their own local interests. 

The demand for separating Sind from Bombay had initially been raised not by 
a Muslim but by a prominent Sindhi Hindu at the annual session of the Congress 
held in Karachi in 1913. He argued the need for separation on the grounds of 
Sind’s distinctive cultural and geographical character, but his motion reflected a 
desire among Sind’s commercial community to extricate itself from having to 
compete with much more powerful Bombay interests. The issue had lain dormant 
until the time of the Montagu—Chelmsford Report when it was taken up by G. M. 
Bhurgri. This time, in order to make it consistent with the Report’s ‘liberalising’ 
spirit, greater emphasis was laid on the ‘oppressive’ and ‘autocratic’ rule of the 
Commissioner-in-Sind as symbolic of Sind’s connection with Bombay. Reactions 
were generally cool and the local Congress branch alone responded positively. 
The Sind Mahommedan Association, in contrast, reluctantly agreed to support 
separation only if and when change became inevitable.°? 

The non-communal atmosphere of the Khilafat period dampened support for 
the scheme, and it was not until Hindu—Muslim tension increased during the late 
1920s that influential Muslims in Sind were won over to the concept of a separate 
province. During the 1920s, resentment against Hindu moneylenders and Hindu 


38 Ibid., 7 July 1930, p. 7. 

39 Muhammad Irfan, ‘A Brief History of the Movement of the Separation of Sind’, Al Wahid 
(Karachi) Special No., 1 April 1936, p. 52; Allen K. Jones, ‘Muslim Politics and the Growth of the 
Muslim League in Sind, 1935-1941’ (PhD dissertation Duke University, 1977), pp. 34-6. 
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dominance in Government service, stored up since the nineteenth century, 
became distinctly communal. By the end of the decade, the deterioration in 
Hindu—Muslim relations in Sind had become undeniable. In 1924, the Com- 
missioner-in-Sind had dismissed the need for the authorities to take special 
precautions to prevent Hindu—Muslim clashes on the grounds of the ‘great 
measure of mutual tolerance’ which existed between the two communities: when 
disputes did break out, their origin was ‘almost always of an essentially secular 
nature, being disputes as to property rights over lands and buildings’ and re- 
ligious observances ‘rarely, if ever’ gave rise to trouble. By 1926, his successor had 
a very different picture to report. The situation had altered quite dramatically, 
and many more communal incidents had occurred. Official fears were confirmed 
by an outbreak of communal rioting which broke out in Larkana in 1927 over the 
abduction of women and children for the purpose of forcible conversion. This 
was followed by clashes in Jacobabad and Sukkur which served to heighten 
Hindu—Muslim tension further.*° Sind’s Muslim élites felt directly endangered 
by what they perceived as the ever-growing threat of Hindu domination over land 
ownership and Government service, and so they began to hold meetings, organise 
conferences and distribute pamphlets. An informal organisation called the Sind 
Azad Conference was formed early in 1932 to bring together the landed aristoc- 
racy and the emergent Muslim middle classes, the two groups who felt their 
positions to be most fragile, on this single-issue platform. The Sind Mahom- 
medan Association also swung its support behind the campaign. Pir families took 
a prominent réle and, as a result of their influence, a groundswell in favour of 
separation gradually developed. One of the campaign’s most important leaders 
Saiyid Ghulam Murtaza Shah, better known as G. M. Syed, belonged to the 
sajjada nashin family of the shrine of Pir Haidar Shah at Sann in District Dadu.*! 

The Hindu community now openly rejected separation. This opposition was 
ostensibly on the grounds of financial viability but in reality owed much to fear, 
in particular that its position would be seriously threatened once it lost the 
balance of numbers provided by Bombay’s Hindu majority. This in turn incited 
greater resentment on the part of the Muslims. Pir Turab Ali Shah Rashdi, for 
instance, wrote a long article in Sind’s leading English-language newspaper, the 
Daily Gazette, in which he outlined arguments against the Hindu case. If, in 
spite of the wealth, power and education, he argued, Hindus in Sind needed the 
presence of the Presidency to protect them, it was hypocritical on their part to dub 
those Muslims who wanted the presence of the British to protect them from the 
Hindu majority as yohukums and toadies’. Similarly, he warned that it increased 


40 Rieu to Home Department, Bombay, 16 October 1924, Bombay Proceedings (Home Dept. 
Conf.), P/70, p. 6, IOL; 15 June 1926, BP (Home Dept. Conf.), P/71, pp. 58-9, IOL. 

41 Daily Gazette, 8 July 1930, p. 10, and 2 September 1932, p. 5; and M. A. Khuhro, A Story of the 
Sufferings of Sind: A Case for the Separation of Sind from the Bombay Presidency (Karachi, 1930), 
Appendix I, for details of the first Sind Azad Conference held at Hyderabad on 16 November 1932. 
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ill will to talk on the one hand of the right of India to be free, an 
India where the majority community, namely the Hindus, will 
respect the rights of the minority community, and, on the other 
hand, to mistrust the Muslims where they unfortunately happen to 
be in a majority, and to bring forth a hundred and one false excuses 
to deprive them of their due share in the administration of the 
country. If. this is a foretaste of what the Hindus mean by ‘Swaraj’, 
I fear evil days are ahead for India and even more evil days ahead 
for Muslims. *# 


The campaign to win a separate Sind proved successful in spite of a relatively 
bitter and divisive communal legacy. The decision in favour of an autonomous 
Sind was announced on 24 December 1932 following discussion about it during 
the London Round Table Conferences and two official investigations into the 
financial aspects of separation.*+? Although the authorities in Bombay regretted 
losing the usually cooperative votes of the Sindhi representatives in the Bombay 
Legislative Council, the outcome was in line with the principles of self-determi- 
nation and provincial autonomy given prominence in the Government of India 
Act of 1935.+4 But important in determining the final outcome was the way in 
which separation did not alienate the influential landholders on whom the British 
depended so heavily in the Sindhi countryside. As far as pirs themselves were 
concerned, their involvement was made possible by the fact that the protest was 
not intrinsically anti-British in character and therefore did not threaten the basis 
of their understanding with the administration. In the long run, their partici- 
pation, as landowners and as leaders of Sind’s Muslim community, foreshadowed 
the way in which they were later drawn into ‘party politics’ as well as preparing 
them for it. Although, from time to time, they attempted to reduce tension by 
calling for harmony and goodwill between the two communities, it was un- 
deniably their influence which contributed in large part to the amount of support 
which the campaign was able to generate. Pirs had already demonstrated the value 
of the cooperation in individual electoral contests. Their involvement recon- 
firmed beyond doubt the importance of their formidable reserves of influence in 
deciding the outcome of any province-wide campaign earlier revealed by their 
activities at the time of the Khilafat movement. This, combined with the fact that 
Sind’s hereditary religious leadership could be mobilised in defence of perceived 
threats to their interests, was a lesson which political parties after 1937, especially 
the Muslim League, could not afford to ignore. 

#2 Daily Gazette, 30 April 1931, p. 7. 

43 ‘Sind: Question of Constitution as a Separate Province’, L/P&J/9/59, IOL. 

44 In March 1935, Brabourne, Governor of Bombay, wrote to the Viceroy explaining that without the 
assistance of the Legislative’s Sindhi Muslim members, the forthcoming budget session would be 
very difficult for the government since it could as a rule rely on their cooperation, see MSS. EUR F 
97/7, n.p., LOL. Indeed, separation was actually postponed several months because Bombay 


wanted to hold on to its Sindhi members until the Budget session had been completed, see MSS. 
Eur F 97/4b, n.p., LOL. 
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Pirs and the widening political arena: the politics of the 

All-India Muslim League 
The mid 1930s signalled a turning-point in the political activities of many of 
Sind’s pir families. The separation of Sind combined with the constitutional 
changes embodied in the 1935 Government of India Act raised local political 
stakes considerably and meant that the system of political control grew more 
sophisticated. Now that ministries depended on the result of localised elections, 
the incentive to participate in electoral politics increased dramatically; and prs, 
like their secular counterparts, joined in the new provincial scramble for power. 

It was at this stage that the Muslim League first turned its attention properly to 
Sind. Under the new expanded set of ‘guidelines’ for political action created by 
greater provincial autonomy, it had much to gain from controlling the newly 
created Muslim majority province of Sind. At first, however, Sindhi Muslims 
were not very interested in the League: to them, its use was limited to an all-India 
level. Only when the League became a vehicle for local political concerns did it 
become the party with strongest support among Muslims in Sind. Its increased 
popularity was directly linked to winning over the province’s religious families. 
Pirs acted as interpreters for the League, translating its policies into a language 
which had meaning in the Sindhi countryside. In giving their support, p77s 
responded as local Muslim leaders: in practice, therefore, the rise of the Muslim 
League had less to do with the promotion of all-India matters and considerably 
more to do with the way in which it strengthened the position of established 
powerholders in Sind. 

Pirs had shown little interest in early efforts to establish a branch of the Muslim 
League in Sind. The first attempt had been made soon after the League’s creation 
in 1906, but had been frustrated by the small amount of local interest and a lack of 
help from the central organisation. Another attempt in 1912, following a visit by 
the Aga Khan to Karachi, also failed for the same combination of reasons, and 
local Muslim politicians who wished to align themselves with the League were 
forced to join the branch in Bombay instead.*> Finally, in 1917, in the aftermath 
of the clash over the Home Rule clause, a Sindhi branch was finally formed.*¢ Pirs 
were still not attracted to it. The branch was dominated by Karachi-based, 
commercial interests whereas the concerns of pis were still overwhelmingly 
rural. The political reputation which the League acquired over the next few years 
also alienated the support of many sajjada nashin families who were not 
interested in confronting the authority of the British during the period of Khilafat 
agitation. Only those pirs who took a pro-Khilafat stand showed interest in the 


45 Jones, Muslim Politics, pp. 22-4. 

46 It was not until 1920 that the Sind League finally secured affiliation to the AIML, and this was only 
after it had threatened to declare itself an independent body, see A. Ahmad to Secretary, AIML, 27 
February 1920, SPML File No. 1, p. 17, FMA. 
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organisation. Indeed, when efforts were made in 1925 to revive the branch’s 
fortunes, several of them were numbered among the members of its provisional 
organising committee, but the enterprise came to nothing and Sindhis interested 
in the League continued to be involved through the mediation of its Bombay 
branch. All-India Muslim League support for the idea of the separation of Sind 
helped to put new life into the defunct organisation. At meetings held during the 
early 1930s, repeated stress was laid on the demand for Sind’s separate identity, 
and pirs, such as Pir Rasul Bakhsh Shah of Ghotki and Pir Baqadar Shah of 
Matiari, who in the past had distanced themselves from the League, now began to 
pay it more attention.*” 

This increased interest in the League was not reflected in the elections of 1937 
in which it fared very badly and emerged with no seats. The results were 
dominated instead by local Muslim political parties, namely the Sind Azad Party, 
the Sind United Party and the Sind Muslim Political Party, which between 
themselves won nearly all of the Muslim seats in the Sind Legislative Assembly .*8 
League membership was still something which was regarded as ‘reserved’ for 
all-India issues, with little direct relevance to what was actually taking place in 
Sind where provincial concerns together with the struggle for personal power 
took priority. Leading rival Muslim politicians such as Shaikh Abdul Majid 
Sindhi, leader of the Azad Party and Haji Abdullah Haroon, co-founder of the 
United Party, were both closely connected to the League, while Muhammad 
Ayub Khuhro, one of the leading figures in the Sind Muslim Political Party, was a 
member of the All-India Muslim League Council.*? 

Although the impact of the League in the 1937 elections was very restricted, the 
influence of Sindhi pirs was not. Sind’s status as an autonomous province broad- 
ened the scope of their involvement in the election process. Muslims in Sind had 
formed only a minority of the electorate within Bombay Presidency, and had 
commanded only a small proportion of the seats in its Legislative Council. After 
separation, the new province had a whole Legislative Assembly to itself in which 
Sindhi Muslims formed the majority.5° This intensified the desire of candidates 


47 For instance, Pir Turab Ali Shah Rashdi, Pir Ali Anwar Shah Rashdi and Pir Ghulam Mujaddid 
Sirhindi of Matiari, see Daily Gazette, 18 February 1925, p. 6; Shaikh Nur Muhammad (Hon. 
Sec. Sind ML) to Hon. Sec. AIML, 22 February 1925, File No. 241, pp. 30, 33, 40-1, FMA. 

48 The Sind United Party won 21 seats, while the Sind Azad Party and the Sind Muslim Political 
Party won three apiece. The remaining 7 Muslims in the Assembly were elected as Independents, 
see SFR for the First Half of February 1937, L/P&J/5/251, n.p., IOL. 

49 See List of Members of the Council of the All-India Muslim League, 1938 (New Delhi, 1938), p. 12; 
Jamaluddin Ahmad (ed.), Historic Documents of the Muslim Freedom Movement (Lahore, 1970), 
p. 195; List of the Members of the All-India Muslim League, 1937 (New Delhi, 1937), p. 12. 


50 The Communal Award of 1932 gave Sind sixty seats, allocated as follows: 


General 19 European 2 
Muslims 34 Landholders 2 
Commerce and Industry 2 Labour 1 


See MSS. EUR F 150/4, p. 228, IOL. 
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for the support of pirs and sazyids, as well as increasing the number of contests in 
which members of Sind’s religious élite could take part. Combined with the 
extension of the franchise embodied in the Government of India Act of 1935, 
these changes produced elections in which pz7s filled a more prominent réle than 
had ever been the case in the past. Candidates vied with each other to secure the 
blessings of leading sayjada nashins. Shah Nawaz Bhutto, Vice-President of the 
Sind United Party, for instance, brought leading pirs from outside his constitu- 
ency ‘to influence religiously’ the voters by sitting outside the polling stations and 
‘impressing illiterate Muslims to cast their votes in Sir Bhutto’s favour.’ Individ- 
ual pzrs allied themselves openly with one or other of the parties involved in the 
polls. Pir Baqadar Shah of Matiari supported the Sind United Party, while Pir 
Ghulam Haider Shah of Bulri, Pir Taj Muhammad of Thar Parkar District and 
Pir Muhammad Shah of Sukkur stood for election as members of the Sind Azad 
Party.*} 

In practice, the elections revealed how little real part was played by the concept 
of ‘party’ in either electoral behaviour or in the electoral outcome. In most 
constituencies, specific factors such as the enmity between a leading landlord and 
tribal chief or the alliance between a wadero and an influential pir determined the 
number of candidates standing for a constituency and the number of electors who 
actually turned out to vote. In nine of the contests, members of pir families were 
elected, and the large majority of the Muslim seats in the Legislative Assembly 
(twenty-seven out of thirty-four) was filled by members of Sind’s Muslim land- 
owning élite.5* Nor did the existence of parties determine the ministry which 
came to be formed after the elections. While the Sind United Party had won 
most seats, its leader, Haroon, and deputy leader, Bhutto, had failed to be 
elected. Under these circumstances, the Governor of Sind called upon Sir 
Ghulam Hussain Hidayatullah, leader of the Sind Muslim Party, to form 
a ministry instead. Pressure was put on Assembly members to forget ‘super- 
ficial’ party differences and support the new premier.*? Large-scale defections 
also reduced the numbers remaining within the folds of the Sind Azad Party 
and the Sind United Party to a handful, and so the new premier together with 
his supporters emerged as the largest single bloc in the Assembly, a clear 
indication of the ‘triumph of personality over party’ and the nature of politics in 
Sind.54 

From the League’s point of view, Sind ranked alongside the Panjab in terms of 
its most disastrous showing. The explanation put forward at the centre was that 


51 Al-Wahid, 7 January 1937, p. 6 and 10 February 1937, p. 6. 

52 Eighteen candidates belonging to tribal sardars were also successful, see Jones, Muslim Politics, 
pp. 101, 105, 113. 

53 Tkram-ul Haq Parvez, ‘The Contribution of Muslims of Sind towards the Making of Pakistan’ 
(PhD thesis, University of Sind, 1976), p. 332. 

54 Jones, Muslim Politics, p. 128. 
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the Congress had contrived a split among the Muslims of Sind which had 
prevented a League ministry from taking office.>> In reality, the results under- 
lined that Sindhis were still not interested in the League as far as provincial 
politics were concerned. The only way in which the League would be able to make 
ground would be by becoming involved in the local political arena in Sind. Yet, 
whereas the League embarked on a programme of reorganisation in other parts of 
the subcontinent after its all-India session in October 1937, it was not until the 
demise of Hidayatullah’s ministry in the following March that the party began to 
organise itself in earnest in Sind. Hidayatullah’s resignation was caused by the 
defection of a section of his support, including Allah Bakhsh Soomro and G. M. 
Syed, ostensibly in protest at the ministry’s failure to carry out agreed pro- 
grammes but in reality largely as a result of personal rivalries. A new ministry 
under Soomro was formed with the support of local Congress politicians, inde- 
pendent Hindus and a sizeable chunk of the Assembly’s Muslim membership. 
Under these circumstances and combined with Congress’ Muslim Mass Contact 
campaign, the Muslims members who had remained ‘loyal’ to Hidayatullah 
formed themselves into an opposition group prepared to accept the League’s 
overall leadership. Meetings passed resolutions calling for the establishment of 
League branches throughout Sind.*© The spring and summer of 1938 saw a high 
level of League organisational activity. The initiative, led at first by Shaikh Abdul 
Majid Sindhi, was considerably strengthened by Seth Haji Abdullah Haroon’s 
public declaration of support for the League at the end of April. The next 
important person to identify openly with the League was Hidayatullah at a 
League meeting at Sultankot in Sukkur district; and he was followed, shortly 
afterwards, by G. M. Syed who exerted considerable influence among the pir and 
saiyid members of the Legislative Assembly and whose transferred allegiance 
widened the potential pulling power of the party.°” 

By July 1938, some forty branches of the Muslim League had been formed and 
15,000 members enrolled, mostly in the rural areas. Much effort was directed 
towards enlisting the province’s pz7s; and by June, branches had been established 
in towns such as Matiari and Ghotki.>? The League’s non-confrontational atti- 
tude towards the British meant that it attracted many pro-establishment pirs who 
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would have been alienated by a defiantly anti-British stand. Pirs quickly assumed 
an organisational réle and also held provincial office. The high level of interest 
taken by sayjada nashin families in the League was reflected in the way in which 
one-third of Sind’s quota of delegates to the All-India Muslim League Council in 
November 1938 was made up of pirs and saiyids.5° 

Despite the fanfares surrounding the Sind Provincial League Conference held 
in Karachi in October 1938 and the long list of primary organisations, it became 
obvious by 1939 to the League leadership itself that the basis of its support 
remained relatively weak.©° To rally more members and intensify its attack on 
Allah Bakhsh Soomro’s premiership, the League leadership looked for some 
means of firing local imaginations. The solution came in the shape of agitation 
over the return of a domed building in Sukkur on the grounds that it had once 
been used as a mosque. With the help of Sind’s religious élite, the League was able 
to popularise the issue of the Manzilgah so that it achieved provincial importance. 
The whole episode illustrated vividly the way in which the League depended on 
the cooperation of local religious leaders to rally support amongst local Muslims. 

Encouraged by events surrounding the Shahidgani Mosque in Lahore,®! the 
Sind Provincial League presented its demand to the Government for the resto- 
ration of the building, setting in motion the mechanics of agitation. These 
included a Restoration Committee and a Manzilgah Day on which meetings and 
demonstrations were held all over Sind. Above all, the League’s organisers turned 
to pirs to popularise the demand by arousing the necessary emotions. Pirs were at 
the forefront of the campaign, in particular members of the Sirhindi and Rashdi 
‘clans’. A meeting in Matiari on 3 August 1939, under the presidency of Pir 
Muhammad Umar Jan Sirhindi, passed a resolution which called for the Govern- 
ment to accede to Muslim claims for the Masjid Sharif Manzilgah. Likewise, the 
Executive Committee of the Jamiat-i Mujaddidiya of Sind, headed by Pir Mu- 
hammad Husain Jan Sirhindi, held an important session on 15 September 1939. 
The Committee, which represented the whole of the Mujaddidiya family, its 
murids and friends, publicly confirmed that the Manzilgah was a place of Muslim 
worship and described the Government’s stand as ‘arbitrary’ and ‘tyrannical’. In 
line with a decision of the Restoration Committee, it called upon Muslims to 
volunteer to undertake religious satyagraha from the beginning of October if the 
building was not returned by that date.® 

By the end of September, thousands of volunteers had arrived in Sukkur. 
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When no agreement was reached between Allah Bakhsh and local League leaders, 
satyagraha was begun. Within a couple of hours, over 300 people had been 
arrested, including Pir Ghulam Mujaddid Sirhindi of Shikarpur, Pir Abdul Aziz 
Sirhindi and thirty-six other sazyids. Over the next few days, many more arrests 
were made, including 250 members of the Amroti Jamiat, followers of the 
Maulana of Amrot. There was a seemingly endless supply of other satyagrahis to 
take their places: Pir Allahdino Shah Rashdi left for Sukkur with his brother and 
forty of his supporters, while over 500 mujahids, all murids of the Pir of Bhar- 
chundi, arrived together from various towns in Upper Sind.© On the third day of 
satyagraha, the volunteers pushed passed the police and occupied the building. 
The Government decided to take a lenient attitude in the hope of defusing 
tension. All satyagrahis who had been arrested were released and the police were 
withdrawn. Instead of relieving the situation, these moves only strengthened the 
resolve of the occupiers to stay put until the authorities officially conceded their 
claim. The League decided to picket ministers’ homes in Karachi, which led the 
Governor to promulgate an Ordinance on 14 October, giving local authorities the 
power to make arrests without a warrant.®* 

As negotiations dragged on, the atmosphere in Sukkur became increasingly 
communal in nature. The legacy of fear and insecurity left by the recent 
campaign for the separation of Sind among Sindhi Hindus, pafticularly those of 
the interior, meant that they viewed Muslim claims to the Manzilgah as a direct 
threat. Old tensions took on new life; and two separate streams which had been 
running parallel with each other now converged and became ‘almost inextricably 
confused’.© In the middle of November, the Government arrested local League 
leaders, including G. M. Syed, Chairman of the Restoration Committee, on the 
grounds that they were deliberately forestalling a settlement. The authorities 
then re-took possession of the Manzilgah using force. The situation quickly 
degenerated into a wave of communal disturbance and rioting which spread from 
Sukkur into the surrounding districts. Both communities suffered in terms of loss 
of life and property, though Hindus lost proportionally more. Afterwards an 
investigation was carried out into the exact nature of the building, and in 1941 it 
was handed back to the local Muslim community.® 

The political outcome of the November satyagraha was the collapse of Allah 
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Bakhsh’s pro-Congress ministry and its replacement by one headed by Mir 
Bandeh Ali Khan Talpur which included a number of ‘Muslim Leaguers’ such as 
M. A. Khuhro, G. M. Syed and Shaikh Abdul Majid Sindhi. While the life of 
this ministry was limited (it fellin 1941 and was replaced by one again led by Allah 
Bakhsh Soomro), the agitation which preceded its formation underlined the 
extent of the influence which could be exerted by pirs on the League’s behalf. 
Unlike the Panjab, where support for the party was largely restricted to towns and 
cities until the elections of 1946, the League in Sind had managed to develop 
strong links with the countryside by the early 1940s. This reflected to some extent 
the absence of well-established alternative political organisations such as the 
Unionist Party in the Panjab. It also reflected the fact that the basis of local power 
lay very firmly in the countryside and so it was here that the League not 
surprisingly had from the beginning of its renewed campaign directed the bulk of 
its efforts. Lastly, the relative strength of its position in rural Sind was a measure 
of the League’s success in capturing the support of many of the province’s pir 
families. All the same, this very ‘success’ underlined the League’s inability to 
establish a separate institutional base for itself in the Sindhi countryside which 
could, if and when necessary, operate independently of the pre-existing frame- 
work of local powerholders. 

The League was keen to capitalise on the publicity which it had received as a 
result of its Manzilgah stand. A series of local meetings, often presided over by 
pirs, culminated in May 1940 in an important district conference at Sultankot 
which was attended by Makhdum Murid Hussain Qureshi, sajjada nashin at the 
shrine of Ghous Bahawal Haq at Multan. The Makhdum Sahib exercised a great 
deal of influence over local Suhrawardi pirs and had many murids in Sind. He 
provided an ideal model with his calls on Muslims and his followers in particular 
to look upon the League’s flag as ‘the flag of the Prophet of Islam’. His cries were 
taken up by the Chairman of the Reception Committee, Pir Rasul Bakhsh Shah of 
Ghotki who echoed the same sentiments when he criticised Congress efforts to 
‘mislead’ local Muslim villagers.°? Likewise, other pivs were drawn further into 
the organisational structure of the League. Pir Abdul Sattar Jan Sirhindi, for 
instance, became a member of the committee formed to coordinate the League’s 
propaganda campaign, while Pir Ghulam Murtaza Sirhindi of Malir took on the 
responsibility for forming new primary league branches.”° At Khiarvi Sharif near 
Sakrand, for instance, the branch was dominated by the local Naqshbandi 
sajjada nashin family : as well as its president, who was also Joint Secretary of the 
Nawabshah District League, all its office-bearers were pirs.7! 

The return of Allah Bakhsh and his open association with Congress boosted the 
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League’s drive to recruit more prs which was reinforced once G. M. Syed, with 
his family links to many pir families, became President of the League after 
Haroon’s death in May 1942. By the time of the Quit India campaign and Allah 
Bakhsh’s dismissal in the middle of 1942 for renouncing his honours, the League 
was able to claim nearly 450 branches, comprising at least in theory well over 
150,000 members. At the same time, League leaders were conscious that there 
was no guarantee that membership figures had not been artifically produced by 
the creation of ‘bogus’ branches as part of local competition for power.”2 As part of 
a plan to increase League support, they sought to raise political consciousness by 
persuading Muslims to buy goods from Muslim shops only. Accordingly, Syed 
appealed to ‘all Pirs of the Dargas [szc] in Sind where fairs are held ... to give 
facilities to Muslim shopkeepers and . . . toenhance . . . Muslim trade’. Similarly, 
a round of village conferences, organised to establish ‘close and personal contact 
with the people’ and acquaint ‘them with the League’s constructive programme’, 
was arranged at important shrines such as Bukera Sharif, Jhok Sharif, Matiari, 
Hala and Shahpur Chakar (district Nawabshah). At these gatherings, pzrs partici- 
pated as organisers, presidents and opening speakers. The meeting at Matiari was 
organised by Pir Muhammad Zaman Shah, local branch President and Vice- 
President of the Hyderabad District League, and opened by Pir Ghulam Haidar 
Shah of Bulri. Both were Matiari satyids and close associates of G. M. Syed.” 

The reappointment of a ‘Muslim League’ ministry led by Hidayatullah (who 
had left the League in January 1939 following rivalry with Haroon but had 
returned to its fold in October 1942), followed by the holding of the All-India 
Muslim League session in Karachi in December 1943, acted as ‘triggers of 
respectability’ and led an increasing number of new prs to identify with the party. 
Now that the League had established itself as an integral part of the framework of 
Sindhi politics, they saw advantages in being associated with it as well as in 
attending such an important event taking place on their very doorstep. The 
presence of Jinnah and other leading all-India Muslim politicians only increased 
the importance of the conference further. A significant number of pzrs attended as 
official delegates. Others took a conspicuous role in the opening procession 
through the streets of Karachi. The Pir of Bharchundi and the Pir of Ranipur 
both arrived in Karachi with a large contingent of their followers to swell the 
number of visitors.’”* The conference, which received enormous publicity in the 
local press, stimulated further interest in the League. In a climate of growing 
certainty that far-reaching constitutional changes were approaching, individual 


72 Quarterly Report of the Progress of the Muslim League in Sind, January 1943 (Confidential), File 
No. 4256, n.p., GMSP. 

73 Morning News (Lahore), 10 August 1943, p. 2; Shaikh Abdul Majid Sindhi to Syed, 27 June 1945, 
File No. 4256, GMSP. 

74 Last of Delegates selected for the AJ.M.L. Session, File No. 281, p. 56, FMA; Daily Gazette, 17 
December 1943, n.p., in File No. 258, p. 33, FMA. 


121 


SUFI SAINTS AND STATE POWER 


pirs were forced to decide where their best interests would lie in the future. Some, 
who previously had been ‘sympathetic’, now no longer saw the need to hide their 
‘inclinations’: Makhdum Ghulam Qadir Pirzada of Kotri Kabir, for instance, had 
been a friend and business associate of Abdullah Haroon for many years— Haroon 
had regularly bought agricultural produce from the makhdum’s lands — but it 
was not until the success of the Karachi session that the makhdum finally deci- 
ded to cement his unofficial ties with the League by becoming a paid-up mem- 
ber.75 

The cultivation of pirs and sazyids by the League during this period brought 
undoubted benefits such as victory in a Shikarpur by-election at the end of 1943 in 
which the League was determined to exploit the religious factor to the full.”° In 
the run up to polling day, the Sukkur District League branch held a meeting at 
which Makhdum Murid Hussain Qureshi of Multan pointed out that it was the 
duty of Muslims to ‘add to the glory of the Muslim League’ by voting for its 
candidate. His efforts were reinforced by those of Pir Ahmad Shah of Ranipur 
who had a great many murids living in Shikarpur and its surroundings areas.”” 
The manipulation of religion was so pronounced that Dow, Governor of Sind, 
afterwards commented that the election was ‘a pityful commentary on the state of 
democracy in Sind that both sides enlisted support less by political arguments 
than by bands of Pirs and Maulvis who went round threatening hellfire to all who 
dared to vote against their candidate’.78 

Pir cooperation with the League underlined the extent to which they were 
prepared to take advantage of the new sets of ground rules by which the status quo 
in the Sindhi countryside and hence their own power were to be maintained. 
Their concerns as religious leaders attracted them to the League, but it was the 
League’s ‘promise’ to protect their social and economic interests which proved 
vital in securing their support. Their involvement demonstrated their increased 
identification with the Indian Muslim community as a whole, but it was primarily 
their position as local leaders which drew them into party politics during this 
period. At the same time, the local nature of political involvement in Sind meant 
that political activity in general and that of pzrs in particular remained essentially 
‘factional’ in nature. Although the League had established a relatively firm footing 
after 1943 with Hidayatullah’s premiership surviving until independence in 1947, 
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political manoeuvrings and competition continued as a central feature of Sindhi 
politics throughout the whole of this period. During 1944, the Sind Provincial 
Muslim League was divided by factionalism, from which pz7s were not immune. 
Their involvement in the conflict illustrated both their approach to the question 
of politics and the factors which determined to whom they finally gave their 
blessing. 

By the end of that year, rivalry which had always existed at some level between 
League leaders reached a new pitch. Resentment against G. M. Syed led to 
accusations that he was constructing a ‘Saiyid League’. Under Syed’s presi- 
dentship, the proportion of pzvs and sazyids on the various committees and 
council of the Provincial League had risen substantially. His ‘wooing’ of Sind’s 
landed élite at the same time as his support for the Hari movement was not 
contradictory, for his personal ambition led him to take advantage of every 
possible means of creating power bases for himself within the party. Syed’s main 
‘adversaries’ were Khuhro and Hidayatullah. By 1944, Khuhro had been tempor- 
arily put out of the contest by his imprisonment for alleged involvement in the 
death of Allah Bakhsh, and so Hidayatullah was left as Syed’s main target. Their 
rivalry was emphasised by the fact that Jinnah had laid down that no Parlia- 
mentary member of the League could hold provincial office. Polarised in this 
way, Syed, as party president, commanded loyalty at the ground level, while 
Hidayatullah relied on his influence as premier to retain support. In order to 
unseat the latter, the former had to cause a rift within the ranks of the party as a 
whole.”? 

Relations between Syed and Hidayatullah deteriorated sharply. Tension be- 
tween the two surrounding factions was heightened by two further by-elections 
which took place over the winter of 1944—5. Rivalry for control of the League in 
Sind prompted them to support opposing candidates, and, since Hidayatullah 
had strong connections among the former ruling family of Sind, the contests 
became a virtual ‘tug of war’ between ‘the Mirs and Pirs of Sind’.®° At the first of 
the two contests, which was held at Shikarpur at the end of 1944, this rivalry 
prevented any official League candidate from standing and the seat went to a 
pro-Congress Muslim.®! Hidayatullah and his supporters were furious. A seat 
had been thrown away which they felt confident could have been won. The 
ill-feeling between the two sides grew more bitter. Hidayatullah now began to 
write to Jinnah complaining that Syed was in the process of establishing a ‘Saiyid 
Raj’. He accused Syed of expelling members and appointing his own men to 
influential positions within the organisation’s hierarchy. The outcome would be 
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two Leagues in Sind: ‘surely’, he argued, ‘the party was ‘not for sazyids only, but 
for all Leaguers’.82 

The pir-versus-mir split further widened as a result of the circumstances 
surrounding the second by-election which was held in January 1945. There was 
no question that this constituency of Tando Muhammad Khan was in the pocket 
of local Talpur mvs who dominated the town. As a result, Hidayatullah wanted 
the League ticket to go to the murs’ choice of candidate. Syed, however, decided 
not to field an official candidate, even though Pir Abdul Sattar Jan Sirhindi, of 
nearby Tando Saindad, put himself forward for nomination. Instead, behind the 
scenes, he set the League apparatus into full swing in support of the anti-mir 
contestant. But the local influence of the mrs proved too powerful for ‘all the Pirs 
and Maulvis’ that Syed could muster, and his opponents accused him of having 
thrown away another useful propaganda victory by not having endorsed the mirs’ 
candidate as the official League representative. 

Accusations that Syed was sponsoring his own men at the expense of the 
League’s best interests continued to multiply. Throughout the summer of 1945, 
‘parallel’ League branches were set up all over Sind as a direct gesture of defiance 
to Syed’s leadership of the party. Efforts by the central Muslim League leadership 
to restore some semblance of unity got nowhere. First, Syed organised a ‘no 
confidence’ vote against Hidayatullah in the Assembly. Then he openly sup- 
ported his ‘man’, Pir Ali Muhammad Rashdi, against the official League candi- 
date, Yusuf Haroon, in the election for the Sind Muslim seat at the Central 
Assembly. In the end, the rift came to a head over the question of the selection of 
candidates for the elections due at the beginning of 1946.°* By this point, Jinnah’s 
patience had finally run out. Having weighed up which of the two sides the 
League could least afford to lose, and afraid that continued disunity would lead to 
severe repercussions in the forthcoming elections, the Central Committee of 
Action finally expelled Syed.35 

Pro-League pirs reacted in a mixed way. Many stayed with the League but a 
fairly sizeable minority followed Syed out of the party. The first instinct of pirs 
closely associated with Syed, such as Pir Baqadar Shah and Pir Muhammad 
Zaman Shah of Matiari, Pir Qurban Ali of Nawabshah, Pir Ali Shah of Badin and 
Pir Ghulam Haidar of Bulri, was to accompany him ‘out’ of the League. Although 
they had been leading lights within the League under Syed, they had remained 
essentially motivated by local, factional concerns which prohibited them from 
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staying without him. With their help, Syed and his supporters won four seats in 
the elections of February 1946 which combined with four Nationalist Muslims 
and twenty-two Congress members to form the opposition Coalition Party in the 
Sind Legislative Assembly.°6 In the Hyderabad North Muslim Rural constitu- 
ency, it was the influence of the pzr families at Hala, Bhit Shah, Matiari and evena 
branch of the Pirs of Jnando family, which defeated the official League candidate, 
Saleh Muhammad Shah, and resulted in the election of his pro-Syed opponent, 
Pir Baqadar Shah.8” 

The defection of these influential pzrs and satyids did not stop the League from 
trying to make use of others who had not deserted it. Syed’s opponents within the 
League had used the cry of ‘Sazyid Raj’ to get rid of him. Once they were certain 
that he was no longer an internal threat, they set about consolidating as much 
satyid support as possible. Saleh Muhammad Shah, for instance, counted among 
his chief workers Pir Badiuddin Shah, a member of the rival section of the Pirs of 
Jhando, as well as Pir Mewal Shah Jilani, the sajjada nashin of a shrine near 
Udero Lal. Further north, the League made great efforts to safeguard the 
cooperation of the Pir of Ranipur through one of his leading murids, the Khan of 
Kelat. The pir, who had many followers in the district of Sukkur and around 
Jacobabad, had already proved very helpful in motivating support for the League 
in earlier elections in Upper Sind.38 

The campaign to win over new pirs continued throughout 1946 and increased 
in intensity at the prospects of another round of elections late in the year. In 
September, Hidayatullah faced severe problems in how to maintain his Muslim 
League ministry with only a total of twenty-seven votes out of an Assembly of 
sixty members. With a vote of confidence looming, he needed to win over at least 
one member of the eight Muslims in the Coalition Party without losing any of the 
twenty-six undisciplined followers whom he already had. Eventually, as the 
political temperature mounted, the Speaker (elected as a Muslim League candi- 
date) resigned in order to give the League its full voting strength. In the political 
confusion which followed, Hidayatullah requested a postponement of the elec- 
tion of a new Speaker. Instead, the Governor, Sir Francis Mudie, practically 
falling over backwards to keep the Muslim League ministry under Hidayatullah 
in power, decided first to prorogue the Assembly and then to dissolve it. There 
appeared to be no question that, in view of its failure to convert any of Syed’s 
supporters or gain back its own deserters, the Ministry had wanted the Governor 
to dissolve the Assembly rather than to resort to the alternative of asking Syed to 
form a Ministry. On 12 September, it was announced that elections would take 
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place in late November and early December, and in the meantime a ‘caretaker’ 
government was appointed, made up of exactly the same individuals as before.8? 

Every Muslim seat was bitterly contested in the elections. The struggle even 
extended to in-fighting between Muslim League leaders. M. A. Khuhro, new 
President of the League, conspicuously avoided supporting Hidayatullah in the 
latter’s efforts to win the landowners seat (elections for which were held on 26 
November) until Jinnah learnt of the danger of a further split and arrived in Sind 
to campaign on Hidayatullah’s behalf. The Premier’s safe return which was 
announced before the main polling took place on 9 December seemed to have 
quite a dramatic effect on both League and Syed workers: the League was 
galvanised into ‘triumphant crusading’ while Syed supporters were ‘stultified’ by 
the size of his win. The overall results which emerged gradually between 15 and 
17 December revealed that the League had won a resounding success, with 
thirty-four seats in the Assembly as opposed to only two won by the Nationalist 
Muslims and Syed’s own failure to secure election.” 

The League’s emphatic victory in Sind had more than just a local significance 
for, when the new Assembly met in February 1947, it was the first time in ten 
years that the All-India Muslim League had a complete and seemingly un- 
assailable majority in any provincial legislative body. It also confirmed the 
importance which the party placed on the support of influential pzrs and satyzds 
even at the cost of some internal resentment. Khuhro, as chief party organiser, 
had few scruples about making direct overtures in order to win their cooperation 
and he awarded official League tickets to many of them or their nominees. Action 
of this sort did cause resentment amongst some League supporters. A lot of 
opposition, for instance, was created when a League ticket was awarded to Pir 
Qurban Ali, a former close supporter of Syed’s who, at one stage, had been 
expelled from the League by the party’s High Command. The pir was accused of 
being ‘a chamelion [szc], changing colour to serve his own selfish ends’ and the 
League leadership was criticised for endorsing the ‘strange principle’ of turning a 
‘traitor’ into a ‘hero’.?! 

The opportunism of pis and League alike was reflected in similar ‘reconcili- 
ations’ in other parts of the province as the elections drew nearer. It became party 
policy ‘for the general good of the Muslim community’ to bring in important 
people from the ‘opposition’. Local branches set about recommending wealthy 
individuals of great influence who had been financing Syed’s campaign but on 
whom it was now felt that the League could rely.9* Pir Ali Shah of Badin was won 
back into the fold of the League in October by the offer of the official ticket for the 


89 Despatch No. 1350, dated 3 October 1946, Decimal Files 1945-9, 845.00/10-346, pp. 4-16. 

9° Despatch No. 1373, dated 3 January 1947, Decimal Files 1945-9, 845.00/1-347, pp. 4-5, USNA. 
Letter to Chairman, Muslim League Parliamentary Board Naushahro Feroze, 26 September 1946, 
Sind VII, p. 80, SHC. 

Letter to Central Parliamentary Board, 17 October 1946, Sind VIII, p. 27, SHC. 
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constituency of Karachi East where he had a large number of murids and was sure 
to be successfully returned. Although there were objections to his nomination on 
account of his open canvassing against the Muslim League in the previous 
election and the fact that he had not been a member of the League for long enough 
to qualify to stand as one of its candidates, the decision was regarded as ‘absolutely 
necessary in the interests of the League’s future’. 

The extent to which pz7s were prepared to re-think their allegiances once 
circumstances had changed, and the eagerness of the League to re-accommodate 
them within the ranks of its supporters, were highlighted by the League’s decision 
to select Makhdum Ghulam Haidar of Halaas its official candidate for the Muslim 
Rural constituency of Hyderabad North in spite of the fact that he had backed out 
of the February elections in favour of Pir Baqadar Shah at the last moment. The 
makhdum had pleaded ill-health as the reason for his earlier withdrawal, but this 
did not adequately explain why he had sent circulars to his murids instructing 
them to support Syed’s man.** Local interests in the shape of family politics had 
been at the bottom of the affair. As the second set of elections drew nearer, his 
nephew Makhdum Muhammad Zaman, the sajjada nashin at Hala, issued a 
notice to all his ‘friends, disciples and voters’, explaining that, just as in the last 
elections when his uncle had withdrawn his candidature in favour of Pir Baqadar 
Shah ‘in reverence to the wishes of some elders of the sazyid family’, he again 
wanted to see the pir successfully elected.95 On this occasion, however, the family 
‘pact’ did not prove strong enough to withstand the assault launched against it by 
the League, and the Hala family was won over to its cause. By October, Muham- 
mad Zaman was writing to Jinnah, recommending the names of people to whom 
he felt that League tickets should be awarded.°° Although the League leadership 
knew very well that the makhdum could always perform the same ‘disappearing 
trick’ as before, the benefits of having him on their side were clearly worth the risk 
involved, since without him there was little chance of defeating the Matiari 
pir. From the Hala point of view, final acceptance of the League over the claims 
of G. M. Syed signalled their recognition of the benefits to be gained by being 
associated with an all-India party which had proved itself in recent elections 


93 Also, by offering East Karachi to the pir, the League ensured that he did not contest the 
constituency where he lived for which one of its Ministers, Mir Ghulam Ali Khan Talpur was 
standing, see Yusuf Chandio to Jinnah, 22 October 1946, Sind VIII, p. 36, SHC. Compromises of 
this sort were not unknown. For instance, in 1941, an eleventh-hour agreement had been reached 
between the pirs and mirs of Hyderabad District who were fighting over the presidentship of the 
District Local Board. According to the terms of the compromise, Pir Baqadar Shah had withdrawn 
from the election in favour of Mir Ghulam Ali, in return for the chairmanship of the District School 
Board, see Muslim Voice, 7 June 1941, p. 2. 

94 Saleh Muhammad Shah, Senior Vice President SPML to Liaqat Ah Khan, Chairman AIML 
Central Parliamentary Board, 7 October 1946, Sind VII, p. 54, SHC. 

95 English copy of Sindhi notice, signed ‘Muhammad Zaman, Sajjada Nashin, Dargah Shareef 
Halla’, n.d., Sind VH, p. 55(e), SHC. 

9% Makhdum Muhammad Zaman to Jinnah, 10 October 1946, Sind VIII, p. 16, SHC. 
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to be the ‘party of the future’ as far as their long-term interests were concerned. 
They could not afford to allow themselves to be politically outflanked and isolated 
in the run-up to an independent Sind which looked more and more likely to 
become part of the Pakistan being demanded by the Muslim League. 


Sindhi pi7s participated in the British system of control in order to protect their 
privileges and to extend them further whenever and wherever possible. The same 
motives drew them into new political arenas as more and more venues were 
gradually opened up during the course of the first half of the twentieth century. 
Just as the British had welcomed them with open arms, so new pressure groups 
and political parties courted them as a very rich source of potential support. To a 
large extent, their ‘popularity’ was the result of the way in which their powerbase 
had been consolidated rather than undermined by British rule. Their religious 
responsibilities did not prove much of a barrier to active political involvement; 
instead, their religious status often endowed them with the means with which to 
be successful. Local political activity, however, was a confusion of alliances and 
rivalries in constant flux, a struggle between the ‘ins’ and the ‘outs’. Pirs, like the 
province’s other notables, took full advantage of the local power struggles which 
gripped Sindhi politics in the decade from 1936 to 1947. They adopted a very 
flexible attitude, and invested their support where they felt it would bring them 
most return. By late 1946, the Muslim League had proved both locally and ona 
national level that it was the party most likely to achieve power in whatever 
Muslim state emerged after independence, a state in which Sind would be 
included. The practical day-to-day survival of ‘pirdom’ in Sind depended on pirs 
being respected and rewarded by the authorities of the day, and so, as indepen- 
dence loomed nearer, pirs increasingly came to appreciate the benefits of being 
associated with the League. Thanks to the electoral system introduced by the 
British in order to strengthen their control in the changing political context of the 
twentieth century, pirs found themselves in a position to transform their réle from 
one of ‘collaboration’ to one in which they were included in the ‘administration’ 
itself. In this way, the British system of political representation — local, provincial 
and national — endowed pir families with the strength and resilience to make a 
smooth transition into the post-independence period and helped them to emerge 
in 1947 as strong, if not in some ways stronger, than they had been in 1843. 
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The final challenge: the Pir Pagaro 
again 


From the North came riding like a black cloud 
the ‘Pagaro’ whose followers are angels, 

Do not oppose this Syed — [you] devil and infidel, 
[You] cannot compete with my Beloved. . .} 


The British allowed local holders of power in Sind a high degree of independence 
in return for collaboration. This collaboration, however, presumed the accep- 
tance of British rule on the part of these local élites. During the late 1930s and the 
early 1940s, the British were faced with another serious challenge to the working 
of their system of control in the form of a second Hur ‘uprising’ instigated this 
time by the Pir Pagaro, Pir Sibghatullah Shah, himself. Unlike his predecessors, 
the pz7 was not prepared to adhere to the rules which controlled the administrative 
machinery in the Sindhi countryside. Both during and after the crisis, which 
erupted out of a gradual campaign on the part of the pi7 to assert his authority over 
and above that of other local holders of power and culminated in his execution and 
the imposition of martial law, the British sought to explain his defiance in terms of 
his personal character. Described as a ‘monster’ with the ‘warped mentality‘ and 
‘vacant stare’ of a ‘madman’, they argued that no sane man would ever have 
dreamed of mounting such a challenge.” In reality, the question of the pir’s sanity 
was far less relevant than the fact that his ability to defy the authorities was based 
on the enduring relationship between the gad: and the Hur Union, which had 
grown stronger rather than weaker as a result of British efforts to reform the 
brotherhood in the aftermath of the earlier crisis of the 1890s. And just as 
important in encouraging the pir to reject the notion of shared interests on which 
collaboration was based was the heightened atmosphere of nationalist excitement 


! Extract from translation of song sung by Hurs in praise of the pir and against the British, see 
Lambrick Papers, MSS. EUR F 208/69, p. 133, IOL. 

2 Lieutenant General G. N. Molesworth, Curfew on Olympus, p. 241, in MSS. EUR F 161/2/33, 
IOL. 


129 


SUFI SAINTS AND STATE POWER 


which preceded independence and the p7r’s growing involvement in this widening 
political arena. 


The challenge returns 

The British system of political control was based to a large extent on the existence 
of very close relations between a local powerholder and his supporters, whether 
they were members of his tribe, haris working on his land or murids as in the case 
of the province’s p77 families. The irony of the second Hur crisis lay in the fact that 
it was precisely the closeness of the relationship between the Pir Pagaro and his 
Hur followers which posed such a threat to British authority. Following the 1890s 
Hur ‘rebellion’, officials had taken steps to try and mould this relationship into 
something which was more easily controlled from outside. They had embarked 
on a programme designed to reduce the extent to which they depended on the Pir 
Pagaro for the maintenance of law and order among his murids with the ultimate 
aim of undermining the strength and solidarity of the Hur Union itself. The 
authorities used both the carrot and the stick in their measures to control the 
Hurs. They confined them to guarded settlements and after 1914 deported the 
worst offenders to far-off Visapur in the Bombay Presidency. At the same time, 
they took steps to promote their ‘moral improvement’, holding out the possibility 
of release in return for good behaviour. As long as the Pir Pagaro, in the main, 
remained cooperative, the British were able to maintain a level of control over the 
Hurs. But the British found it impossible to break the unity of the Hurs in any 
lasting way. To some extent, this failure was connected to the very nature of the 
Union, which seemed to thrive when it was made to suffer on account of its 
devotion to the gadi, or when the authority of the p77 himself was threatened. It 
was, in part, the result of mistakes by the authorities who were at times over- 
optimistic in their handling of the Hurs. Finally, the lack of success owed much to 
the Pir Pagaros’ own desire not to alienate permanently this relatively small but 
essential section of their support, a factor which became very important when the 
gadi passed into the hands of a pir who was not inclined to respect the British 
system of control. The British position, therefore, was made substantially more 
difficult by the accession to the gadi of the twelve-year-old Pir Sibghatullah Shah 
in 1921. Relations between the authorities and the new Pir Pagaro quickly soured 
and looked set to disturb the balance of interests on which the system of control 
rested.3 

During the 1920s, the authorities’ dilemma was reflected in the prr’s growing 
defiance of the administration which increased both his own confidence and the 
Hurs’ sense of pride but which brought him closer to conflict with the British. 
Officials were aware from the outset of the potential problems associated with 


3 Com-Sind, Note, 1 December 1912, Political Dept. File No. 330 (1921-22), n.p., CSR. 
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such a young boy succeeding the most powerful gadi in Sind. They were afraid of 
his becoming the easy target of ‘unscrupulous’ manipulation by sections of his 
following. Regarded as ‘precocious’, the young pir’s lack of respect for the 
authorities was encouraged by murids who included leading members of the Hur 
Union. Within a few years, he had become a source of great worry for officials, 
who took steps to replace his more ‘sycophantic’ advisers and appoint tutors to 
improve his education. But the pzr proved difficult to teach, and, in British eyes, 
his behaviour grew worse as he grew older. Rather than having taken Sib- 
ghatullah in hand straightaway, making him a Ward of Court and sending him to 
study outside Sind, officials realised that they had allowed him to grow up 
intensely aware of his own power as well as antagonistic and resentful towards 
authority.+ The British were always conscious of the danger of alienating individ- 
ual powerholders to the extent that they no longer retained sufficient respect to 
play the mutual cooperation ‘game’ according to its rules. At the same time, the 
system of control could not afford to allow infringements to go unchecked for fear 
of encouraging further defiance. By 1928, Sibghatullah had come to be regarded 
by the authorities as a ‘public danger’. Accordingly, it was decided that he had to 


Plate 5 The Pir Pagaro, Pir Sibghatullah Shah IT (1921-43). 


+ Collector of Sukkur to Com-Sind, 24 April 1923, File No. 2523 A (1922), p. 89, CSR; Acting 
Com-Sind to Home Dept. Bombay, 20 June 1929, Bombay Proceedings (Home Dept. Conf.) P/76, 
p. 231, IOL; L. N. Brown to his mother, 21 February 1926, Photo E 158, n.p., IOL. 
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Plate 6 Tomb of Pir Shah Mardan Shah at Pir-jo-Goth, Sind. 


shown that he was neither above the law nor beyond the reach of the government. 
Since he never attended darbars, officials felt that there was little point in 
depriving him of his kursz. Recent changes in the Arms Act rules, however, had 
increased the value of an arms licence exemption, and so they decided to cancel 
his privilege by way of an official warning. It was the discovery of the pi7’s 
infringement of this ban which led, eventually, in 1930 to his arrest and trial ona 
number of charges which included the unauthorised possession of arms and 
ammunition but extended also to kidnapping and murder.> The case opened in 
Sukkur in the May of that year but the prosecution quickly realised that the fear of 
reprisals would prevent witnesses from giving evidence to convict him of murder 
and so that charge was dropped. The same problem did not exist with the other 
charges for which police witnesses were available, and so, despite the services of 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah as defence lawyer, Sibghatullah was found guilty and 
sentenced to eight years’ imprisonment.°® 


5 Daily Gazette, 2 May 1930, p. 5. 

© Pir Ali Muhammad Rashdi, ‘Quaid-i-Azam, As I Knew Him’, MSS in possession of author, pp. 
1-2; Jinnah’s fees amounted to 60,000 rupees, Lambrick Papers MSS. EUR F 208/67, p. 47, IOL. 
For a copy of the final judgement in the case, see Nisar Ahmad Pannoun, Jinnah the Lawyer 
(Lahore, n.d.), pp. 329-37. 
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The trial together with the sentence proved too much for the pir’s Hur 
supporters. Sibghatullah had not been permitted bail and so had been detained 
throughout the trial. This indignity angered his murids who denounced the 
authorities at a number of protest meetings. Later they condemned the severity of 
the sentence and the authorities had to step in to prevent a breakdown of law and 
order.” They were encouraged in their protest by resolutions passed at meetings 
organised to counteract the Civil Disobedience movement of the time which had 
professed ‘heartfelt sympathy’ for the p77 and called for the withdrawal of charges 
against him.® Similarly, the presence of very respectable defence witnesses, such 
as the Mir of Khairpur and two Sindhi members of the Bombay Legislative 
Council, were seen as evidence of the important position which he filled in the 
hierarchy of Sindhi society. These factors combined with the ‘insult’ to their 
murshid’s honour and their own inability to help him, to harden Hur resolve 
never to allow the pir to be insulted again. 

The Sind to which Sibghatullah returned in 1936 was not the same as the one 
that he had left in 1930. During his absence, changes in the form of the 1935 
Government of India Act and provincial autonomy had been introduced with the 
result that the amount of political influence available to local élites in general and 
the Pir Pagaro in particular had risen tremendously. Between 1936 and 1941, the 
pir was able to act more independently as a direct consequence of the combination 
of this shift in the balance of power in Sind and the rising tempo of the nationalist 
movement. The increased amount of power at stake meant that local politicians, 
who depended on the cooperation of Sindhi notables for electoral success, were 
prepared to pay the price of allowing the pz7 very substantial freedom of action in 
return for electoral and ministerial security. The growth in nationalist feeling 
meant that the British were equally anxious not to antagonise the p77, and so, at 
first, his activities were given ‘the benefit of the doubt’. Under these circum- 
stances, Sibghatullah’s confidence soared to new heights. He asserted his auth- 
ority in two ways. First, he strengthened his position in relation to the rest of 
Sind’s Muslim leadership, both secular and spiritual. Second, he openly defied 
British authority by assuming power to which he was not entitled under the 
British system of control and by openly allying himself with more extreme wings 
of the nationalist movement. 

The system of control in Sind as elsewhere in British India highlighted the 
value of flexibility. Growing pressure for constitutional reform as the twentieth 
century had progressed had resulted in concessions which the British hoped 
would placate opposition and further strengthen the bonds which tied local 
holders of power to the overall status quo. The extension of the franchise meant 
that, in theory, the authorities had to deal with growing numbers of ‘intermedi- 


7 Daily Gazette, 9 May 1930, p. 5 and 29 August 1930, p. 5; Al-Wahid (Karachi), 4 September 1930, 


p. 6. 
8 For instance, see Daily Gazette, 19 June 1930, p. 9. 
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aries’. In practice, it served to reinforce the influence enjoyed by a relatively select 
few. Changed political circumstances made it relatively easy for the Pir Pagaro to. 
exercise his authority over local Muslim politicians. As the gad with the greatest 
amount of popular support in the province, constitutional changes had ‘placed in 
his hands the priceless weapon of the thousands of votes of his followers’.? Before 
the pir’s release from prison, leading Muslim politicians, such as Ghulam Hussain 
Hidayatullah and Shah Nawaz Bhutto, had worked hard to cement good relations 
with him: Hidayatullah had represented the pzr in a legal dispute with the income 
tax authorities. Sibghatullah’s premature release in 1936 was due in large part to 
successful lobbying by local politicians who argued for leniency on the grounds of 
the pir’s ‘tender age, eminently high position and the services of his father to the 
state’.!0 

The importance accorded to the pir was visibly demonstrated by the fanfare 
which surrounded his return in December 1936: almost before properly setting 
foot again in Sind, he was welcomed as one of the province’s most important, 
albeit prodigal, sons by many of the most respectable Sindhis in Sukkur district as 
well as by leading politicians. Even the Governor of Sind, Graham, greeted the 
pir with the hope that he would revive his family’s ‘great traditions of loyalty’ to 
the Government.!! This impression was reinforced during the provincial elec- 
tions of 1937 which revealed the extent of Sibghatullah’s influence over his 
munids, ‘Cajoled and feted by . . . candidates who like sycophants surrounded him 
... to gain’ his support, his standing was pushed even higher and strengthened 
the widespread belief in his ability to ‘make or mar’ any ministry in Sind. After the 
election, as proof of his influence, the pir immediately took advantage of Hidaya- 
tullah’s position as Chief Minister to press for the abolition of the Criminal Tribes 
Act and the release of the Hurs from their guarded settlements. The new ministry 
could not afford to ignore pressure from the pir as he controlled many of the seats 
in the Legislative Assembly without which Hidayatullah could not survive in 
office. Since the authorities at this point felt confident enough to give the pir and 
his followers the chance ‘to run straight’, the decision was taken to bring back 
those deported to Bombay Presidency, close the settlements in Sind and end the 
other restrictions enforced against the Hurs. Shortly afterwards, Sibghatullah 
was allowed to undertake a tour through Hur country: his progress lasted seven 
months during which he ‘restocked his coffers’ as well as his prestige. !* 

The impact of these events on the relationship between the pir and the Hurs 
was twofold. The release of the Hurs and the granting of a tour highlighted the 


9 K.S. Yusifani, Seventy Years of Crime — Hur Outrages in Sind, n.d., LP, MSS. EUR F 208/68, p. 
3, IOL. 

10 LP, MSS. EUR F 208/67, p. 49, IOL; K. R. Eates, ‘A Note on the Kingri Pirs and the Hurs of 
Sind’, MSS. EUR F 161/2/33, p. 9, IOL. 

1! Punjab Awaz (Lahore), 25 November 1936, n.p. 

12 LP, MSS. EUR F 208/67, pp. 57, 60-1, IOL. 
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pir’s ability to influence the administration. However, the Hurs’ conviction that 
the pir was directly responsible for their ‘liberation’ reconfirmed the intensity of 
their devotion which was then given the opportunity to express itself during his 
lengthy tour. Emboldened by what they perceived as the magnitude of his power, 
Hurs began to travel freely to the dargah at Pir-jo-Goth, and the pir replaced 
many of his personal attendants with members of their jamzat. A two-hundred- 
year-old prophecy, believed to have been made by the mystic Abdul Rahim 
Girori, circulated widely and gripped the imagination of many of Sibghatullah’s 
followers. Interpreted to mean that he was destined to become ruler of Sind, it 
increased his prestige still further in their eyes.'3 

Armed in this way, the pzr took the opportunity to assert himself as one of 
Sind’s most important Muslim leaders. Early in 1937, he undertook haj to Mecca 
and Medina. Then he issued a farman which prohibited smoking and the use of 
intoxicants by his muz7ds. He also took the opportunity of using his tour to carry 
out ‘propaganda work for rural uplift’, urging Sindhis to educate their children, 
settle their disputes amicably by arbitration and to be thrifty and united in 
outlook.!* But, at the same time, these displays of good practice were backed up 
by less ‘orthodox’ moves designed to strengthen himself in relation to other 
Muslim religious leaders in the province. In order to consolidate his position, the 
pir undertook to silence criticism from groups of ‘reformist’ ulama who were 
campaigning against ‘worshipping at shrines’ and the amount of reverence exhib- 
ited by Sindhi Muslims for their pzvs. During Sibghatullah’s stay in prison, 
maulvis from the nearby madrasa at Therhi had held public meetings in Pir-jo- 
Goth at which they had attacked the pzr personally. Once he had returned, the 
meetings ceased but Sibghatullah organised reprisals at their own gatherings to 
frighten them into silence. !5 

This policy of confrontation continued in 1939 when, on a second tour of the 
district of Sanghar, the pzr refused to allow anyone to enter local mosques there 
without his permission.!© The following year, the authority of local maulvis was 
again comprehensively undermined when the pir supported the refusal of some of 
his followers to perform zd prayers in the Id Gah in Sanghar. These Hurs wished 
the prayers to be led from the special platform from which the pir greeted his 
murids during his visits to the town and which they consequently considered to be 
more sacred than any mosque. When local ulama, together with the Pesh Imam at 
Sukkur, condemned the Hurs’ stand as ‘unlawful’ and persisted with zd prayers at 


13 For an English translation of the prophecy, see LP, MSS. EUR F 208/66, notebook no. 2, n.p., 
IOL. 

14 Al-Wahid, 27 April 1937, p. 6; Daily Gazette, 1 January 1938, p. 7. 

15 District Superintendent of Police, Sukkur, to District Magistrate, Sukkur, 1 July 1938, LP, MSS. 
EUR F 208/69, p. 76, IOL. As proof of confidence, the piz engaged Hidayatullah to defend the 
Hurs who were arrested for carrying out the assault, see District Superintendent of Police, Sukkur, 
to Inspector General of Police, Karachi, 19 April 1938, L/P&J/7/47361, p. 445, IOL. 

16 LP, MSS. EUR F 208/69, p. 82, IOL. 
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the mosque, Sibghatullah excommunicated any murids who had participated in 
the prayers, and the murder of two of the mau/vis involved in the dispute quickly 
followed. !7 

As his power over his Sindhi Muslim rivals increased, so the pir’s confidence in 
his ability to challenge British authority grew. One of the ways in which he 
asserted his independence was in his establishment of what amounted to virtually 
a ‘parallel government’ administered from his headquarters at Pir-jo-Goth. From 
1937 onwards, he openly levied private taxes on vendors in the town’s markets 
and established a system of private courts whose jurisdiction covered Pir-jo-Goth 
and adjoining territory as well as his murids wherever they lived. Sibghatullah 
instructed all disputes and quarrels to be referred to the mashirs on these courts 
and not to the police. The courts could impose punishments ranging from 
beatings and the shaving of beards to detentions and fines up to 200 rupees. 
Important or intricate cases were passed on to the pir, to whom all appeals were 
directed.!8 

The authorities’ fears seemed to be confirmed by reports of the enlistment of a 
private army of some 6,000 so-called ghazts or soldiers drawn mainly from among 
the Hurs. The move on the part of the pzv was a gesture of defiance calculated to 
worry the authorities while strengthening his bonds with the Hurs. It started 
during his first tour and continued on every subsequent visit that he made to Hur 
districts. The ghazis — whom the British came to link to the wider Khaksar 
movement, the only differences being that the ghazis did not wear uniforms and 
were drawn from a closed section of society — swore to defend the pir with their 
lives. In his addresses, he always stressed the value of loyalty and discipline, and 
appealed to them to be ready for the day when he would summon them to prove 
their faith: in return, he promised that the doors of heaven would be waiting ‘open 
for them’. As if to emphasise their potential ‘martyrdom’, Sibghatullah would 
read to them the yanaza prayer normally said at funerals. A huge ‘underground’ 
network developed. The ghazis were divided into sections under the command of 
captains selected on account of their influence within the Union. These smaller 
groups then drilled and practised to prepare themselves for any tasks which the 
pir set them in the future.!9 

The dilemma which the authorities faced in terms of how to respond to the pi7’s 
challenge was in many ways the direct outcome of their system of control which 
permitted collaborators to retain enormous day-to-day power as long as they did 
not step outside the boundaries ‘agreed’ by both parties. What tipped the balance 


17 District Superintendent of Police, Thar Parkar, to District Magistrate, Thar Parkar, 2 November 
1940, ibid., pp. 137-8. 

18 District Superintendent of Police, Sukkur, to Inspector General of Police, Karachi, 19 April 1941, 
ibid., pp. 439-40. 

9-H. T. Lambick, The Terrorist (London, 1972), p. 51; Sub-Inspector of Police, Pir-jo-Goth, to 
District Superintendent of Police, Sukkur, 25 June 1940, LP, MSS. EUR F 208/69, p. 98, IOL; 
‘Summary of Activities of the Pir Pagaro of Sind’, 21 December 1940, L/P&J/7/4736, p. 414, IOL. 
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was the context in which the challenge had arisen. The pir’s association with the 
nationalist movement combined with the uncertainties of wartime meant that 
they could not afford to ‘ignore’ his growing defiance. At the time of his imprison- 
ment, Sibghatullah had already acquired a certain level of consciousness of 
nationalist issues: when he had been arrested in 1930, for instance, he had first 
asked his followers not to engage a lawyer for, like the members of Congress, he 
claimed that he did not wish to make any defence.”° His stay in prison between 
1930 and 1936 had proved influential in further shaping and crystallising his 
attitude towards the British. Most of his sentence had been served outside Sind 
where he had come into contact with more extreme nationalist ideas, including 
those of Bengali ‘terrorists’ at Alipur Jail in Calcutta.2! Accordingly, his state- 
ments had become more overtly ‘political’ in tone. Messages strongly coloured 
with a radical nationalist tinge were smuggled out in the form of notes written in 
the margins and between the lines of books and magazines. They condemned the 
British for treating ‘Indians like donkeys’, loading them down with ‘England’s 
burdens’, and pointed out that the only reason why the British were able to rule 
over 300,000,000 people was because Indians were ‘cowards’ .?2 

The extent to which the pir genuinely espoused Congress aims following his 
return to Sind was never easy to gauge as he did not refrain from taking advantage 
of local, by-and-large loyalist Muslim politicians when the need arose. But he was 
sufficiently astute to recognise that his own interests would be assisted by attach- 
ing himself to the nationalist cause in the heightened anti-British atmosphere of 
the late 1930s and early 1940s. British intelligence reports frequently mentioned 
visits by Congress politicians to Pir-jo-Goth, where they addressed mixed meet- 
ings of Hindus and Muslims, organised with the pir’s backing. In order to 
publicise his sympathy for the Congress cause, the pir ordered a charka for 
himself and instructed his murids to wear khadar.®? In addition, he spoke out 
against the Muslim League, which he blamed for the riots and attacks committed 
in Sukkur at the time of the Manzilgah agitation. Whereas the League was 
‘faithless and selfish’, the Congress was a powerful institution with ‘principles’ 
which represented the best safeguard for his, and by implication, Indian Muslim 
interests, and local Congress leaders, not surprisingly, were often convinced that 
the pir was on the point of joining the party himself.** Official suspicions of the 
pir’s pro-nationalist loyalties were fuelled by more general steps to win the trust of 
local Hindus such as his organisation of a shuddhi ceremony for a Hindu from 
Pir-jo-Goth who had converted to Islam but who wished to be readmitted to his 


20 Daily Gazette, 29 May 1930, p. 7. 

21 James Halliday, A Special India (London, 1968), p. 7. 

22 LP, MSS. EUR F 208/67, pp. 58, 33, 34. 

23 Sub-Inspector of Police, Sukkur CID, n.d. (1938), LP, MSS. EUR F 208/69, p. 71, IOL; Note 
entitled ‘Congress and the Hurs’, n.d., LP MSS. EUR F 208/851, n.p., IOL; Eates, A Note, p. 10. 

24 Pir Pagaro to District Magistrate, Sukkur, 31 January 1941, LP, MSS. EUR F 208/69, p. 267, 
IOL; Sub-Inspector of Police, Khairpur State, August 1940, zbid, pp. 110-11. 
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original faith. Likewise, Sibghatullah instructed his followers not to eat meat. 
More important, he gained a great deal of respect for his protection of Hindus 
during the Manzilgah riots.25 In his newspaper, the Pir-jo-Goth Gazette, he called 
for Hindu—Muslim unity: ‘My forefathers’, he wrote, ‘treated Hindus and 
Muslims alike as a sacred trust. The same is my principle... Allah is the same as 
Parmatma, though with different names. I will be happy when I see temples and 
mosques together with only a wall dividing them and everyone [worshipping] 
according to their rights so that no one may have a grievance against the other’. In 
a similar vein, he denounced the Hindu Sabha and the Muslim League as divisive 
communal movements. Only when Hindus and Muslims combined would ‘peace 
... be achieved and satanic deeds ... stopped’: Indians had to be ‘national 
minded’ and regard India as a country which belonged to all its inhabitants.7° 
When war broke out in 1939, the pir intensified his activities and his speeches to 
the ghazis were directed more and more against the ‘injustices’ of British rule. He 
welcomed the initiatives of the ‘Forward Bloc’ section of the Congress, and called 
upon Congress not to blunder by giving the British its wholehearted support 
unless very considerable advantages were extracted in return. In addition, the 
British believed that he was deliberately spreading disquieting news about the 
Allied War effort obtained from Hindustani programmes broadcast by the 
Germans.?” 

Throughout the period, the pz7’s challenge had its contradictions: for instance, 
the way he increasingly referred to himself as the future ruler of Sind as forecast 
by the Girori prophecy. Yet, by 1940, despite uncertainties regarding his ulti- 
mate objectives, Sibghatullah’s actions had come to worry the British consider- 
ably. They realised that the balance of power from the point of view of their 
relationship with the pzr had shifted too far in his direction. The political context 
in which his challenge was being mounted meant that they were not prepared to 
interpret his behaviour as the expected if rather ‘high-handed’ reaction of ‘a big 
local man resisting the introduction of measures which would reduce his auth- 
ority.2® The extra dimensions presented by the nationalist movement and the war 
made the pzr’s stand too dangerous. His involvement with Congress and his 
increasingly antagonistic attitude towards colonial rule meant that he had strayed 
too far from the guidelines which regulated the relationship between the British 
and local élites in Sind, and officials instead felt a pressing need to make him ‘toe 
the line’. 


25 Sub-Inspector of Police, Sind CID, n.d. (1938), zbid., p. 71; District Superintendent of Police, 
Sukkur, to Inspector General of Police, Karachi, 19 April 1941, L/P&J/7/4736, p. 455, IOL. 

26 Pir-jo-Goth Gazette, Pir Pagaro Special No., 8 July 1940 (?), LP, MSS. EUR F 208/67, p. 280, 
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27 Political Dept. Pol. 4229/41, L/P&J/7/4736, p. 410, I1OL; ‘Summary of the Activities of the Pir 
Pagaro in Sind’, zbid., p. 414. 

28 Governor of Sind to Viceroy, 6 June 1941, L/P&J/5/2571, p. 200, IOL. 
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The system breaks down 

The British needed to re-establish the balance of power in their favour and turned 
to tried and tested methods of exerting pressure which had proved effective on 
other occasions. This time, they found that their actions were circumscribed: 
constitutional changes combined with delicate political circumstances meant that 
they now had to secure the cooperation of local politicians whose priorities were 
not necessarily the same as their own. These politicians could not afford to 
alienate themselves from the richest source of political support in Sind and 
consequently their response remained ambiguous. Under these circumstances, 
the system broke down in spectacular fashion, unable to cope with the combined 
strain of Sibghatullah’s defiance and the ‘studied indifference’ of local politicians 
whose own interests led them deliberately to play down the whole affair for as long 
as they could. 

The complexity of the situation faced by the British was the direct result of 
measures which they had introduced to enable the system of control to cope with 
increasing Indian demands for greater self-determination. In this case, however, 
the effect of changes in the electoral system did not serve to strengthen the British 
hand. Officials soon realised that senior ministers, let alone ordinary members of 
the Sind Assembly, were loath to ‘lift even their little fingers against the Pir’ as a 
result of their ‘preoccupation with votes’. The pir wielded influence in every 
district of the province, and he could, if he desired, make it ‘hot for every 
Assembly member in his own constituency’.”? During the ministerial crisis of the 
spring of 1940 in which Allah Bakhsh Soomro’s cabinet had fallen, the pir had 
used his influence to make five members of the legislature change sides in favour 
of the new ministry. Since ministers, therefore, owed their offices to Sibghatul- 
lah, they were not likely to sanction very tough measures against him. In addition, 
the new Chief Minister, Mir Bandeh Ali Khan Talpur was himself a murid of the 
pir. Under these circumstances, it was more probable that ministers would try to 
influence the British in his favour.?° 

The British in turn had their own reasons for not wanting to quarrel with the 
ministry. Both Graham and his successor as Governor of Sind, Dow, recognised 
that great care was needed in dealing with the affairs of a province in which a 
ministry was still functioning, unlike many other parts of India where Congress 
ministries had resigned following the Viceroy’s unilateral declaration of war.3! 
Their hesitation to test its loyalty revealed their lack of confidence in the outcome 
of such a trial and underlined the extent of political power wielded by the pir. Asa 
result, the authorities initially adopted a soft approach and gave the pir the benefit 
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of the doubt. When, in July 1940, the pzr was called to Karachi by the Governor, 
Graham was happy to accept Sibghatullah’s assurances that he had enlisted the 
ghazis with the purpose of offering them to the authorities as Civic Guards to help 
with internal security problems. He was so anxious to find Sibghatullah cooper- 
ative that he dismissed as ‘incorrect’ and ‘prejudiced’ police information which 
cast the pir in a bad light. While he acknowledged that he could not claim that the 
pir had ‘turned over an entire new leaf’ as a result of their meetings, he did believe 
that Sibghatullah realised that it would pay him to cooperate with the authorities. 
Together, they had enjoyed a ‘hearty laugh’ at rumours that the pir was saying 
that he would succeed as the next governor of the province. Graham’s faith was 
further boosted by the pi7’s promise of a donation of 10,000 rupees to the Sind 
War Planes Fund and instructions to his murids to pray for the success of British 
arms.?3 

In practice, however, the pir’s promises of cooperation amounted to very little 
and, by the end of the summer, Graham was forced to reconsider his earlier 
optimism. The pir was still recruiting ghazis and stocking his forest stronghold; 
he was even reported to have drawn up plans of attack against the police and there 
were signs that he intended to move his headquarters to Sanghar to be closer to his 
Hur followers. In December 1940, the first somewhat reluctant signs of a tougher 
approach emerged. The tone of the exchanges between the authorities and the pir 
hardened as the system of control shifted into a higher gear. At another meeting in 
Karachi, Graham ordered Sibghatullah not to leave Pir-jo-Goth, and warned him 
against spending so much time visiting his lands in Khairpur State and his murids 
in Thar Parkar.*+ 

The more the British attempted to reassert their authority, the more the pir 
continued to ignore their increasingly feeble protests. The prestige of the auth- 
orities waned in almost direct proportion to the way in which the reputation of the 
pir rose in both his own estimation and that of his followers. His correspondence 
with the authorities reflected this sense of confidence. When the British tried to 
snub the pzr into being more ‘compliant’ by making sure that the Resident for the 
Panjab States had ‘no time’ to meet him while on a visit to the state of Khairpur, 
Sibghatullah was merely scornful. He upbraided the Resident for having had 
enough time to go on shikar but not to see him, pointing out that ‘in Sind my 
position needs no mention, therefore it would have been better if necessarily some 
time [had been] saved from your personal entertainment programme for my 
interview . . . [but] since crores of people of India are given such treatment, sucha 
thing is neither degrading nor wonderful for a Fakir like me’.?5 By April 1941, it 
seemed that Sibghatullah had drawn up plans based on the likelihood of the war 
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reaching Sind’s doorstep which involved seizing sufficient resources to be recog- 
nised as an independent ruler in return for allegiance to the invading enemy. 
Despite the gravity of these accusations, the British had no evidence save hear- 
say, which did not carry weight in a court of law, the next option open to them 
in terms of putting pressure on the pir to cooperate: they had no alternative at 
this stage other than to wait while Sibghatullah grew more confident by the 
day.36 

The descriptions of the pir made by Sind’s new Governor, Dow, following 
their first meeting in June 1941, illustrated well the strength of the pir’s position 
by this time. On the one hand, as indication of his immense power, Sibghatullah 
was wearing ‘a long blue velvet coat encrusted with as much gold and jewels as 
[the] whole Chamber of [Indian] Princes might [have worn] on a gala night’. On 
the other hand, Dow perceived the pi7 to be ‘an extremely shrewd man, very quick 
in seizing and even anticipating’ the points made in their conversation. He, 
therefore, rejected arguments which claimed that the p77 was a ‘simple-minded 
person’, the ‘innocent centre of other people’s intrigues’.37 

The pir was an asset to the administration only as long as he remained 
amenable: otherwise he was potentially a dangerous enemy. Increasingly, of- 
ficials were no longer prepared to leave him ina position in which he would be able 
‘to create internal trouble at an inconvenient time’ for the administration.*® 
District officials had become weary of the piv, and were impatient for concerted 
action to be taken against him. Some talked of a surprise attack on his forest 
stronghold in order to obtain sufficient first-hand evidence to satisfy the courts. 
Others began seriously to consider his deportation from Sind: by putting as much 
distance as possible between him and his followers, it was hoped that his influence 
would gradually decline. The authorities at Sukkur favoured deporting the pir 
under Regulation XXV of 1827. Their first choice was the Andaman Islands. 
There were some officers, convinced that the Andamans were not far enough 
away, who favoured Tasmania. In their opinion, ‘a desperate disease’ required ‘a 
desperate remedy’.3? 

The growing sophistication of the system of control had been intended to 
strengthen its workings and to offer the British additional means of asserting their 
authority over the Indian countryside. In view of the pz7’s apparent insensitivity 
as far as direct communications between himself and the authorities were con- 
cerned, the British turned to their second line of attack, that of the new stratum of 
political intermediaries created as a result of moves towards greater self-rule. 
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Dow could see that the pz7 was deliberately trying to embarrass the authorities by 
visiting parts of Sind which he had been asked to avoid, but he was just as afraid as 
his predecessor of restraining the pir without first building up ‘a real case’ against 
his activities. To play for time, the authorities decided to take advantage of the 
then Home Minister Hidayatullah’s close ties with the pir to persuade Sib- 
ghatullah to live in Karachi. Hidayatullah agreed to cooperate but, significantly, 
insisted that Sibghatullah realise that it ‘really was the Governor who was 
annoyed with him and not the Home Minister trying to double cross him’. 
Consequently, the pzr was given another chance to produce murids wanted by the 
police. If none were produced within a month, he was warned that he would be 
confined to Karachi. As the deadline approached and the pzr had still failed to 
respond, Dow tried to frighten him into ‘submission’ by dropping hints to 
Hidayatullah that there would be no ‘half-way house’ between the pz7’s good 
behaviour in liberty and his arrest and deportation outside the province’.*° Cracks 
in the system had begun to show and it did not take much more strain before they 
split wide open. 

To a limited extent, the system paid off in that Sibghatullah did come to 
Karachi as ordered, but he left the timing of his arrival until just a couple of days 
before the deadline ran out as if to emphasise his disdain for British authority. It 
was not long before he grew restive. In October, Hidayatullah, acting once again 
as middle-man but this time in reverse, approached Dow with a request to allow 
the pzr a short visit to Pir-jo-Goth to check on the running of his lands. When the 
Governor refused, the p77 went anyway, taking with him all his personal belong- 
ings which suggested that he did not intend to return. The Ministry then had little 
option but to agree to the pir being brought back to Karachi under escort.*! 
Within a few days, Hurs murdered one of his cousins who had been under police 
protection for having spoken out against the pir to the authorities. This death 
proved the final straw. There was no reason, the British felt, to doubt that the pir 
had used his short visit to Pir-jo-Goth to give orders for the attack. A week earlier, 
Dow had still believed that he would be able to handle the situation without taking 
the extreme step of arresting the p77. Now, he was convinced that the series of 
murders, which had been committed by followers of the pir, had been instigated 
by Sibghatullah himself. Sibghatullah was duly arrested and, before news could 
spread very far, he was sent by train to Seoni in the Central Provinces, the 
authorities hopeful that ‘out of sight’ would mean ‘out of mind’ as far as his munids 
were concerned.*4 
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The use of force 

After eighteen months of trying to put pressure on Sibghatullah to cooperate, the 
British finally used direct action against him. The relationship had been compli- 
cated by the pir’s knowledge that he could rely on support from local politicians 
who depended on his influence during elections and the authorities’ own desire 
not to lose the cooperation of these same politicians or even to alienate the pir 
permanently. The actual question of taking a more hardline approach was also a 
complex one. The British knew that once they did so their position would actually 
be weakened as it would reveal the extent to which they depended on the system of 
control. It was bound to lead to criticism from local and national politicians keen 
to make capital out of any repressive measures introduced to restore order in the 
Sindhi countryside. In the event, the authorities found themselves with a spiral- 
ling crisis which was sparked off by their decision to use force to bring it under 
control. 

The main problem for the authorities following the pz7’s arrest was the violent 
reaction which it caused among his Hur supporters. Taking him into custody did 
not mean that the administration’s problems were over: the British now had to 
handle a wide-scale revolt on the part of the Hurs, directed at securing the release 
of their murshid. Officials had been prepared for displays of support for the pir by 
his murids, but they did not bargain for the severity of the Hur offensive. When 
the pir had been released from prison in 1936, he had chided his followers for not 
protesting hard enough against his arrest in 1930: accordingly, the Hurs under- 
took a campaign of violence aimed at blackmailing the British into releasing him. 
By the end of 1941, the districts of Nawabshah and Thar Parkar had become 
badly scarred by their activities.47 Muslims and Hindus who were known or 
suspected to have helped the authorities against the pir were murdered. Hurs 
sabotaged railway lines, cut telegraph wires and damaged irrigation bunds in 
order to undermine the infrastructure of the province. Extra police were sent into 
the affected districts. They did little to reduce the general state of panic; instead 
they became the subject of attacks themselves. The Hurs exercised a virtual reign 
of terror. Villagers would huddle together at night, hoping that the money which 
they had paid over to the Union would save them from being raided. The 
authorities could extract little cooperation from ordinary people, while large 
zamindars were ‘busy running with the hare and hunting with the hounds’.*4 

As the situation grew worse, the authorities realised that a tougher response 
was required and high-level meetings in Delhi decided that military intervention 
would soon be necessary since the pir showed no signs of cooperating. A pro- 
gramme was drawn up aimed at the revival of government prestige, which 
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involved clamping down hard on the Hurs as well as their sympathisers; securing 
the cooperation of ‘loyal’ zamindars; and making the most of rivalries between 
the Pir Pagaro and other sayjada nashins whose followers were to perform 
reconnaissance work on behalf of the authorities. Officials also looked to papers 
outlining the British response to the Hur problems of the 1890s for guidelines on 
how to deal with the present crisis. The main lesson which they drew was the need 
to isolate the main body of Hurs from those actively involved in acts of violence. 
Thus, in April 1942 the Sind Assembly passed an act which introduced measures 
to restrict the Hurs’ freedom: as in the 1890s, Hurs were placed in guarded 
settlements. The level of fear which existed in Sind at the time even inside the 
Legislature was reflected in the session being held in camera. Members of the 
Assembly were not prepared to vote openly in favour of the act ‘lest they were 
marked down for the Pir’s future vengeance’. Any remaining doubts which the 
British still entertained about acting more decisively were ended with the derail- 
ment of the Lahore Mail train in the middle of May which killed twenty-four 
passengers, including Hidayatullah’s son, and injured many more. On 1 June 
1942, the authorities declared martial law, covering an area of eastern Sind of 
more than 16,000 square miles.*5 

Martial law was, in the words of one of its chief administrators, ‘a terrible organ 
of repression’ as it permitted local police to denounce innocent individuals as 
Hurs and allowed higher authorities no way of checking the truth of these 
accusations.* The lives of ordinary Sindhis were badly disrupted by curfews and 
restrictions imposed on travel. The area north of Sanghar and the Thar desert 
were thoroughly reconnoitred from the air; paratroopers and bombs were used 
against bands of armed men.*’ Hur villages were raided, wells stopped up and 
their cattle herded into other districts. On the whole, however, as in the 1890s, 
the authorities did not make much progress. The Hurs were mobile and possessed 
a very good intelligence system, in contrast to the military which was dependent 
on mechanised transport easily seen and heard for miles and useless at night. It 
was now an offence to be a Hur, and hundreds of arrests were made. But many 
were released for lack of evidence. Other pz7s cooperated with the followers of the 
Pir Pagaro by allowing them to register as their murids and so escape confine- 
ment. The British tried to exploit the Union’s notorious refusal to accept food or 
drink from anyone outside the brotherhood and instituted ‘trial by ordeal’ which 
was upheld by the Sessions Courts: anyone who would not accept a glass of water 
was deemed to be a Hur. Hurs adopted a flexible attitude towards these things: 
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they gave up their ‘peculiarities like bobbed hair’ and ‘no longer minded wearing 
black clothes’ which made them indistinguishable from non-Hurs from whom 
they also started to accept food and drink. *8 

Gradually, as the Hurs’ defiance continued in spite of the measures taken to 
control them, the authorities came to favour the idea of eliminating the ‘source of 
the problem’, the pzr himself. If he was unwilling to cooperate then perhaps it 
would be better that he be removed permanently from the scene. Earlier in 1942, 
they had considered the question of his permanent exile from India: by making 
the prospects of his return unlikely, they hoped to encourage people to testify 
against the Hurs. But officials had quickly realised that, although the pir was 
already cut off from his murids, Hur belief in his ability to know everything that 
was happening in Sind even from his far-off prison cell made distance an in- 
effective deterrent. With the introduction of martial law, the situation changed. 
Now it was possible to charge the pir with treason, which carried an automatic 
death penalty and since the main prosecution witnesses would be members of the 
administration there would be no problem in convicting him. In August, officials 
talked of securing ‘a really firm hanging case’ against the piv; anything else was 
considered to be ‘quite useless’.4? The pir was brought back to Sind at the 
beginning of 1943, tried at Hyderabad Central Jail and hanged on 20 March of the 
same year. His body was buried in a secret location outside Sind to prevent his 
grave from becoming a place of pilgrimage. In order to reduce the power of the 
gadi, many of the buildings belonging to the pzr at Pir-jo-Goth were razed to the 
ground: only the davgah and the mosque were spared to avoid obvious religious 
protest.5° 

The pir’s death did not have the effect that the authorities had expected. Many 
of his murids refused to believe that he was dead and regarded reports of his 
hanging as a hoax on the part of the British to make them surrender. The pir 
remained very much alive for Hurs, who continued their attacks as if nothing had 
happened, still carrying with them copies of the Girori prophecy that the pir 
would one day become ruler of Sind.>! Although martial law was lifted in June 
1943, the authorities had to cope with serious problems of law and order right up 
to 1947. Hurs were confined throughout 1n specially constructed villages where 
they were closely supervised. Even so, frequent killings and other crimes con- 
tinued to take place, and by 1945 the British had resorted to the old practice of 
sending the worst offenders to Visapur in Bombay Presidency. The refusal of the 
British to permit any successor to the gadi at this stage meant that they had no one 
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Plate 7 Present home of Pir Pagaro at Pir-jo-Goth, rebuilt in the style of the 
‘palace’ destroyed by the Bnitish there in 1943. 


to whom they could turn to exert a restraining influence over the Hurs. They had 
used force to reassert their authority over the pir and his followers once the system 
of control had broken down: but, without a substitute collaborator, force con- 
tinued as the main method by which they sought to re-establish control over the 
countryside. 

Throughout the duration of the Hur ‘rebellion’, the actions of the authorities 
were constrained by the lack of support which they received from many poli- 
ticians. In the absence of the pzv himself, the question of the Hurs and later the 
restoration of the gadi became issues which politicians used to attract all-import- 
ant electoral support. Similarly, the hardline repressive way in which the crisis 
was tackled provided nationalists with yet another stick with which to beat the 
authorities. Congress connections with the piv meant that there had been strong 
Congress protests at the time of his arrest. Shortly afterwards, an important 
Congress member of the Sind Legislative Assembly led a deputation to the 
Governor to ask for Sibghatullah’s release. Local Congress politicians kept in 
touch with Hur leaders both before and during the imposition of martial law.5? In 
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May 1942, Gandhi himself called on local Congress ministers and MLAs to resign 
their seats, form a ‘peace brigade’ and settle ‘fearlessly’ among the Hurs. He also 
sought permission to visit the pzr in prison in order to persuade him to ‘prohibit 
his followers from their lawless activities’. It took a personal visit by Allah Bakhsh 
Soomro, by then Sind’s Chief Minister once again and open supporter of Con- 
gress, to convince Gandhi that Hur activities were running in a very different 
direction to his own promotion of non-violent protest.°? Congress leadership took 
up the Hur question again at the beginning of 1946 when Nehru, ona visit to Sind 
and in the context of forthcoming elections, spoke in support of the Hurs on 
humanitarian grounds. He condemned the conditions in which Hurs were being 
made to live and argued that their ‘perseverence and courage’ had shown that they 
deserved ‘a great deal of consideration’.°* These comments were backed up by 
others which described the Hurs as ‘a brave and daring people ... subjected to 
treatment [which could only] aggravate their resentment and egg them on to 
anti-Government activities’.>> 

Pro-Muslim League politicians in Sind also clambered on to the Hur band- 
wagon once martial law had been imposed. Whereas at first many had welcomed 
the tougher measures, they now saw an opportunity for undermining the pro- 
Congress ministry of Allah Bakhsh Soomro, calling for the dismissal of his 
cabinet on the grounds that it was responsible for martial law excesses. In 
September 1942, the Working Committee of the Sind Provincial Muslim League 
passed a resolution condemning the enormous sacrifice of civil liberties which 
martial law entailed. This was echoed the following May when the All-India 
Muslim League session at Delhi called for the end of martial law and the 
restoration of the Pir Pagaro’s property to his successor.5¢ And it was combined 
pressure from both Congress and the League which contributed in large part to 
the British decision to lift martial law in most of the affected area well before the 
situation was under control. 

The administration thus faced concerted opposition from both Hindu and 
Muslim politicians to its policy towards the Hurs. For Congress, and Nehru in 
particular, support for the Hurs formed part of a wider interest in the masses of 
India. Supporters of the Muslim League ministry were disturbed by the fact that 
it was only in Sind that people were being detained without trial, and that these 
people were Muslims. The combination of pressures meant that the adminis- 
tration found it difficult to extend the Suppression of Hur Outrages Act whenever 
the time came for its renewal in the Sind Legislative Assembly. In the end, the act 
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was always extended for only six months at a time, and even then it took ‘very 
careful handling’ on the part of the administration to get it passed.*” All the same, 
the British were forced to publicise their efforts to ‘reform’ the Union as widely as 
possible. The best-behaved Hurs were gradually resettled outside the camps, and 
taught new agricultural skills. Free compulsory education, night schools for 
adults and vocational classes were started in the camps themselves. Great efforts 
were made to show that the administration took its responsibilities towards the 
rehabilitation of the Hurs seriously.*8 

By 1946 the British had decided that it was time to take more positive action 
over the question of the gadi’s future. Over the years, a number of candidates had 
put themselves forward as successors to Sibghatullah, but the British had refused 
to sanction their claims on the grounds that the root of the problem lay in the 
relationship between the gad? and the Hurs, and, therefore, it would be best to 
have no Pir Pagaro at all. The British had destroyed the pzr’s kot in 1943 to show 
that the Government was determined to break his temporal power: it would have 
been illogical to allow someone to be invested and even more inexplicable for the 
authorities themselves to promote and arrange the ceremony itself. As indepen- 
dence approached, however, a less dogmatic approach was required. They still 
hoped for the abolition of the gad: but decided that doing so would outrage 
Muslim opinion. In any case, it was necessary to provide against the possibility of 
it being restored de facto if not de jure. And so, in defiance of established custom, 
according to which they limited their obvious involvement to ensuring that a 
chosen successor was installed peacefully, the authorities intervened to veto the 
claims of Sibghatullah’s younger son, widely believed to be the old pir’s choice, in 
favour of his older brother. As added insurance, both boys were sent to England 
to be educated and ‘hopefully’ turned into ‘little Aga Khans’. The Governor of 
Sind organised the return of the gadi’s property from the Government of India to 
whom it had been forfeited by the court martial which had tried the pir, and a 
trust was created to pay for the cost of their education.*? The situation did not 
change overnight with the coming of independence. The Hurs were not finally 
released from their settlements until the early 1950s, when the new Pir Pagaro, 
Pir Shah Mardan Shah II, returned from England and was invested as sajjada 
nashin. The new Pakistan government felt confident enough of the young pir’s 
well-publicised support for the ruling Muslim League to run the risk of officially 
re-establishing the relationship between the gadi and its followers which had 
proved so troublesome to administrations in the past. 


Force, to which the British resorted when their system of control had failed, 
eventually restored a semblance of order to the Sindhi countryside; but it took 
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several years of intensive military and police action before this ‘calm’ was 
achieved, and even then it was not until the restoration of the gadi and its close 
links with the new Pakistani administration that the situation could be said to have 
returned to ‘normal’. Whether the pir’s revolt was the outcome of personal 
ambitions or whether he was a sincere nationalist who communicated in the 
traditional ‘language’ of pir1-muridi to mobilise his followers behind the wider 
movement for freedom, the breakdown of the British system of control demon- 
strated the difficulties which the administration experienced when the pi7’s 
political horizons widened to the extent that he was no longer prepared to abide by 
the system. It also demonstrated the way in which the authorities’ choice of action 
was increasingly hampered by the interest which politicians showed in the issue. 
When Sibghatullah took advantage of the atmosphere of political uncertainty 
leading up to independence to challenge the essential premise of cooperation on 
which British authority was based, the British mounted a show of strength in 
reply. In the long run, their use of force symbolised the general undermining of 
their authority which was taking place not just in Sind but in the Indian sub- 
continent as a whole. British actions in Sind were eventually designed to limit 
criticism in an atmosphere of increasing anti-British feeling: instead they re- 
flected the practical constraints which the changed political situation had imposed 
on the ability of the British administration to chose what suited its interests best, 
and helped to underline the irrevocable shift of power which had taken place in 
India by the time that independence was achieved in 1947. 
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Independence brought about an important shift in the relationship between the 
state and the pis of Sind. Unlike the British, the rulers of Pakistan were Muslim 
and so Islam became intimately connected with the ideology of the new nation 
and their attempts to legitimise their leadership of a Muslim state. Although the 
Pakistan movement had been primarily a political struggle, it was identified with 
Islam in the minds of many of its supporters. Initially proclaimed to have nothing 
to do with the business of the state, Islam as a bridge linking the state with society 
at large was too attractive for the authorities to ignore. Governments conse- 
quently tried, to varying degrees, to take advantage of the legitimising potential 
offered by Islam.! Within this framework, their approach to the institution of the 
pir was fairly consistent. Whereas shrines have been suppressed in other Muslim 
countries such as Turkey and Saudi Arabia, pzrs and their dargahs, both in Sind 
and elsewhere in Pakistan, have been seen as important sources of influence which 
governments can wield in their own favour.” But policies which were intended to 
undermine the power of pir families by redirecting the reflected glory of the 
original saints on to the Governments themselves, only served in the long run to 
reconfirm the political value of shrines and their representatives. The overall 
result has been that pz7s have survived as important powerbrokers in the political 
equations of the Sindhi countryside. 

Official government policy from the late 1950s was to reduce the power of pir 
families on the grounds that it was incompatible with the political and religious 
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goals of successive administrations. Ayub Khan (1958-69), Zulfikar Ali Bhutto 
(1971-7) and Zia ul-Haq (1977-88) all set out, in theory at least, to restructure 
Pakistani society. For Ayub the goal was ‘modernisation’ combined with ‘de- 
velopment’, for Bhutto greater ‘democracy’ or ‘Islamic socialism’ and for Zia a 
more consciously Islamic state. In all three cases, these priorities to some extent 
involved confronting existing powerholders of whom pirs formed a significant 
section. Ayub’s modernising policies incorporated land reforms which threatened 
their economic power; Bhutto’s populist rhetoric seemed to reject their political 
rdle; and Zia’s stress on scripturalist Islam appeared to undermine the basis of 
their religious authority. In practice, these governments were never really able to 
stamp fully their authority on the institution of the pir but what they were able to 
do was to seek to harness the popularity of the shrine to their own purposes. 

Ayub’s priorities of creating a strong central government and overcoming 
regional divisions meant that he stressed a shared if limited Islamic identity which 
had to fit in with the needs of the state. To this end, he sought to displace sayjada 
nashins while restating the importance of shrines themselves. In 1959, the 
Department of Auqaf was established and assigned the task of the day-to-day 
running of shrines in order to demonstrate that sajjada nashins were not essential 
for their upkeep. The conspicuous attendance of officials at u7s celebrations 
symbolised this within a ritual context. Shrines were also used as a way of 
introducing change into the countryside, by becoming social-welfare centres or 
spreading awareness of new agricultural techniques at the time of their festivals. 

With Bhutto, it was much the same story, with if anything greater emphasis on 
government participation in the rituals themselves. Shrines became more than 
ever translated into national cultural symbols for the glorification of Pakistan and, 
increasingly, Islam. The urs of important saints became occasions of national 
celebrations and were inaugurated by national political figures. Permanent re- 
search centres and libraries were planned for the shrines of Sind’s famous sufi 
poets. Like Ayub, Bhutto needed to demonstrate that the direct mediation of the 
pir was largely superfluous. On a spiritual level, Bhutto made a conscious effort to 
draw parallels between the sufi and the social reformer, and between their goals 
and his own. Official and semi-official publications presented a picture which 
stressed the piety as opposed to the miracles of individual saints as well as the 
reconstruction work carried out by the government.*+ 

The Zia period marked something of a change in direction in that, instead of 
the symbolism of the sufi, it was the language of the ulama which pushed forward 
its programme of Islamisation. Festivities accompanying the annual w7s in many 
shrines were closely monitored for ‘un-Islamic’ practices such as dancing and 
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drumming, and devotional attendance was discouraged in Friday prayers. Even 
so, Zia’s government still made efforts to profit from an association with the sufi 
legacy by incorporating representatives of this kind of Islam into the regime’s own 
ideology. Government officials continued to make long speeches to commemo- 
rate the birth of saints, emphasising that the original saints were also religious 
scholars who fitted the «lama mould. It also maintained its predecessors’ policies 
of improving the physical condition of tombs themselves, and generally took care 
to ensure that no antagonism on the part of the regime towards the sufi tradition 
was discernible at the popular level.° 

Despite these policies aimed at undermining their power, pir families have 
remained central to the religious and political life of Sind. The actual number of 
shrines which the Auqaf Department controlled remained relatively small. Apart 
from major shrines such as those of Lal Shahbaz Qalandar, Shah Abdul Latif 
Bhitai, Sachal Sarmast, Makhdum Nuh of Hala and the Pir of Luari, most were 
fairly minor dargahs. Land-reform measures which were intended to redistribute 
power in the countryside had a restricted impact for pzrs, like other non-religious 
landowners, often found ways of evading ceilings on land ownership. Their 
spiritual position also meant that they could receive additional support from 
murids to compensate for any losses which they incurred. This combination of 
resources enabled pirs to play a prominent réle even where they had lost full 
control over the dargah itself. The large followings which they enjoyed provided 
them with a constituency of support which politicians needed at times when 
democracy was in operation which could be just as crucial when it was not. The 
failure of the state to penetrate the countryside effectively as far as replacing 
existing institutions with its own was concerned reinforced further the mediating 
functions of local powerholders such as pir families. The access to rural Sind 
which pirs continued to provide explained why governments sooner rather than 
later came to terms with their existence. 

Pirs themselves have displayed a continuing readiness to be flexible when 
confronted with changing political circumstances. The extension of franchise at 
independence raised the stakes higher and encouraged them to participate more 
directly and in larger numbersat all levels of the political process, right the way up 
from local councils to the National Assembly and Senate. The Pir Pagaro, who 
remained the leading sajjada nashin in Sind in terms of the size of his following, 
provides a good example of how an individual pir responded to the challenges of 
the new state. Following the restoration of the gadi in 1952, the new pir aligned 
himself with the Muslim League. By 1955, he was said to control twenty members 
of the Sind Assembly and his backing for Sind’s Chief Minister, M. A. Khuhro, 
was instrumental in enabling the Centre via Khuhro to achieve the appearance of 
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full support for One Unit in a province where the move was bitterly resented.® In 
1970 the pir joined the Awami League but later returned to the Qayyum faction of 
the Muslim League. Subsequently he formed his own grouping and wielded great 
influence during the Zia period through his muzvid, Prime Minister Junejo, and 
his own position in the Senate. The pir was defeated in the 1988 elections in the 
wave of anti-Zia support for the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) which swept 
through Sind but his fortunes were revived in the elections in 1990 and the pir 
once again became important behind the scenes, his support for the new Sindhi 
administration a crucial vote in its favour. Continuing what could almost be 
described as a ‘rivalry’ dating back to the nineteenth century, the Makhdums of 
Hala have often competed directly for power in the same constituencies as 
candidates of the Pir Pagaros. Makhdum Talib ul-Moula became a supporter first 
of Ayub and later Bhutto. His support for the PPP endured the Zia years, with the 
Makhdum an important advocate of Benezir Bhutto. Once in political retirement, 
his place was taken by his sons, two of whom became PPP central and provincial 
ministers. The 1990 elections, however, saw a significant break with this tradition 
on the part of some of the family who were vocal critics and opponents of the PPP 
government.’ 

This kind of ‘internal’ political split, repeated in many other pzrs families over 
the years, underlines their willingness to keep their options open by spreading 
their support between various, often competing, political groupings. In addition 
to national parties, such support has recently been extended to Sindhi groups 
seeking different levels of autonomy for the province. Nationalists, in search of 
ways of differentiating Sind from the central government and its policies, have 
held up the institution of the piz as a symbol of Sindhi culture in opposition to the 
state-sponsored Islam of the Zia years in particular and Panjabi domination more 
generally. Their involvement has been linked to the influence of the veteran 
Sindhi nationalist politician, G. M. Syed, who after the creation of Pakistan 
joined the ranks of the opposition as leader of the Sind Awami Mahaz and later the 
Jiye Sind Mahaz and used his personal links with other pir and sazyid families to 
advance the nationalist cause in much the same way as he used them to popularise 
the Muslim League in the 1940s. At the same time, the realities of the political 
process in Pakistan have encouraged a number of pirs to take their chances in the 
nationalist arena placing them in a position to play the central government and its 
provincial opponents off against each other. 

Migratory patterns since 1947, in part responsible for the increased support for 
nationalist and ethnic politics, have altered the demographic and economic 
structure of the province, leading to a new balance between countryside and 
town. Sind retains a predominantly agrarian character but the relative import- 
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ance of urban areas has steadily increased, as has the impact of education and new 
forms of employment. These changes have helped to reduce the influence of 
traditional élites in Sind’s towns and cities, reflected in the wider variety of 
candidates elected from these constituencies. In the countryside, however, these 
changes have made a much less significant impact and well-established land- 
owning élites, including pirs, continue to dominate politically: when one of them 
loses an election, more often than not it is a person from the same kind of 
background who takes their place. High levels of insecurity combined with a lack 
of faith on the part of many rural Sindhis in either the ability or the inclination of 
the state to intervene on their behalf mean that the mediation offered by pzrs 
remains attractive. Their followers still need intercession in this world much as 
they rely on it in readiness for the world to come. And so, like their shrines in the 
Sindhi countryside, pirs present one of the most enduring features of Sind’s 
religious and political landscape. 
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The relationship between the British and the pirs of Sind grew directly out of the 
powerful position held by these Muslim religious leaders when the British con- 
quered the region in 1843. It was affected, however, by the classic contradiction 
which lay at the basis of British colonial power everywhere. The British through- 
out their empire relied on local élites whose power was entrenched in the status 
quo at the time of colonial rule being imposed: but colonial rule, by its very 
nature, introduced changes which undermined the power of these élites, threat- 
ening their position in society. In Sind as elsewhere both parties effectively 
walked a ‘tight-rope’ in order to protect their interests and maintain the balance on 
which a successful alliance rested. When the balance was upset, however, the 
authorities usually resorted to force of some sort. The very nature of the insti- 
tution of the pir could produce strains which weakened the British system of 
control. Pirs acted as levers between society and government, but they were 
subject to pressure from below just as much as from above. Their position 
depended on retaining the support of their followers and so they were never 
completely free to decide on the stand which they took towards the authorities. 
From time to time, therefore, pzvs came into direct conflict with the British as a 
result of their need to fulfil the expectations of their followers. 

The first Hur Rebellion of the 1890s represented an extreme example of the 
predicament in which an individual pzr could find himself. On the one hand, the 
Pir Pagaro was pushed into taking a stand against the local authorities by a section 
of his murids. On the other hand, he was subjected to great pressure from the 
British to restrain his followers. While his cooperation illustrated the extent to 
which the authorities could rely on local religious élites in times of crisis, the pi7’s 
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eventual submission proved the effectiveness of the system of control which had 
been constructed in Sind. This was highlighted again during the Khilafat move- 
ment of 1919 to 1924 which saw a number of pirs pressurised as Islamic leaders 
into taking an open stand against the Government. For a while their participation 
looked set to undermine the position of the authorities in the province. In the 
event, the system of control held firm largely as a result of the reciprosity which 
underpinned the relationship between Sind’s religious élite and the British. 

Sindhi pzvs proved themselves flexible in the way in which they were largely 
able to come to terms with British rule. To a great extent, this flexibility was dué 
to the landed interests which they had acquired over centuries and which they 
wanted to protect under the changed circumstances of the nineteenth and twen- 
tieth centuries. Their position as landed élites also meant that they were well 
placed to take advantage of new forms of political activity introduced by the 
British. Once the prospect of independence appeared certain, they began to 
cooperate with the Muslim League, as it seemed to be the political party most 
likely to protect their interests in the future. Thus, the evolving system of control 
brought dividends to both sides. It enabled the British to retain control over the 
province, while allowing the pz7s to adapt to colonial rule without serious damage 
to their interests. The second Hur rebellion, however, was a sharp reminder that 
the system rested on a delicate balance of interests: when relations between this 
particular pir and the British broke down, the authorities relied on force to restore 
the equilibrium on which their power depended. 

The examination of the relationship between the British and the pirs of Sind 
thus highlights both the foundations on which European empires were con- 
structed and factors which influenced the response of local powerholders towards 
these empires. In the reactions of the pivs, we see a classic example of the 
pressures working on indigenous allies and their reactions as the British system of 
imperial control grew more complex. The situation in Sind demonstrates in yet 
another context that ‘collaboration’ was one of the main planks on which British 
rule in India was based. The authorities recognised that law and order could not 
be sustained at the point of a bayonet over long periods of time. Rather, ‘consent’ 
of some kind from a substantial section of the local population was needed, 
something which local élites in possession of extensive influence were able to 
deliver. But while collaboration formed a central feature of colonial rule, studying 
how bargains were struck in Sind reveals that it was neither fixed nor static. The 
careful balancing act which collaboration demanded could be upset as a result of 
tensions created by competing sets of interests. Equally, problems developed in 
the system as the political context changed. Local allies had to cope with and 
respond to the pressures of widening political arenas. While other collaborating 
groups, such as the talugadars of Awadh, the Deccan sardars, and even Sind’s 
own waderos were faced with an evolving framework of secular government, 
Sindhi pirs also faced a widening and increasingly fraught religious context as 
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they became more aware of developments taking place in India and throughout 
the world. It is this added dimension which makes the reactions of this particular 
collaborating group stand out from the reactions of its non-religious counterparts 
both elsewhere in Sind and in the Indian subcontinent. 

The complexity of these reactions was demonstrated during the Khilafat 
movement. Pirs in Sind were by no means united in their responses to Khilafat 
agitation: some participated while others tried to ignore and later opposed it. The 
reaction of individual pz7s was connected in large part to the sufi order to which 
they belonged and to the age of their family’s shrine. As in the Panjab where 
support for the Khilafat cause tended to come from Chishti revival shrines, 
pro-Khilafat pzvs in Sind belonged to reformist Qadiri and Naqshbandi families 
which had emerged in the province after the middle of the eighteenth century.! 
For doctrinal reasons, they were more willing to consider jeopardising their 
places within the imperial framework of administration in order to safeguard the 
unity of the wider Muslim community. Practical reasons seem to have contrib- 
uted to their readiness to challenge British authority. As members of ‘younger’ pir 
families, they were likely to be more dependent on the material support of their 
murids and consequently susceptible to pressures from below to defend Muslim 
rights. This insight is strengthened by the fact that those pzvs who did not take 
part in the Khilafat movement tended to come from sufi families — Qadiri, 
Naqshbandi and Suhrawardi alike — with bigger landholdings which helped bind 
them to the British administration. Pro-Khilafat pzrs both in Sind and the Panjab, 
were less firmly embedded in the local structure of rural landholding interests, 
and more loosely tied to the system of control than pivs who remained overtly loyal 
to the authorities. 

Widening horizons themselves formed one of the premises on which the 
participation of pz7s in the British system was based. By the beginning of the 
twentieth century, a more complex set of alliances was evolving in order to meet 
the growing complexities of the political situation in India. Electoral represen- 
tation was introduced partly to satisfy Indian demands for greater self-determi- 
nation, but it was also designed to strengthen existing élites by creating an 
environment in which those with power grew more powerful still. Pirs from more 
established shrines already wielded the right kind of influence to benefit from the 
introduction of elections. They were drawn in as allies at higher and higher levels 
within the framework of the colonial state. But the further up they travelled, the 
wider their horizons grew, until, gradually, many prs were ‘captured’ by a third 
force in the shape of political parties, in particular by the Muslim League. The 
absence of strong alternative political organisations, such as the Unionist Party in 
the Panjab, enabled the League to make significant gains among Sindhi p77s from 
the late 1930s onwards, to the extent that, whereas the ‘capture’ of rural religious 
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leaders during the 1946 elections proved the turning-point in the party’s fortunes 
in the Panjab, in Sind these elections only confirmed the existing support of the 
province’s pirs for the demand for Pakistan.” 

The British introduced a more complex system of control to strengthen the 
position of their administration. In the long term, however, it was severely 
weakened by the repercussions of these policies. It depended on allies working 
according to set rules and it broke down when they did not. The disintegration of 
relations between the British and the Pir Pagaro in the atmosphere of heightened 
nationalist feeling during the late 1930s and early 1940s provides dramatic 
illustration of how the widening of political horizons led to the rejection of the 
very premises of the alliance between local powerholders and colonial rulers. In 
Sind, as in the subcontinent in general, nationalist agitation during the decade 
preceding independence raised the stakes as far as continued British presence in 
India was concerned. The British were able to use force to re-establish control, 
but, in doing so, the cost of empire, moral as well as financial, grew too heavy for 
voters and tax-payers back home to bear. Without a reliable system of political 
control to reduce the need for force, the British could effectively no longer afford 
to stay on. By 1947, they had lost the allies whose cooperation had helped to make 
the raj pay. 

Political and religious developments in Sind also shed light on the ways in 
which different Islamic societies have evolved, as well as on the kinds of relation- 
ships that Muslim religious élites have established with secular powers. Islam had 
adapted itself to the particular environments in which it has historically evolved, 
the process of Islamisation taking different forms in different parts of the Muslim 
world.? In some places, ulama have provided the necessary transmission belt 
along which Islamic ideas have travelled, while, in other places, sufis have been 
the main agents of conversion and consolidation. The most important single 
factor influencing these developments seems to have been the nature and extent of 
Muslim state power. Where this power has been centralised, there has been a 
demand for men skilled in making and interpreting the law, and a strong body of 
ulama has grown up. Where Muslim state power has tended to be weaker, rulers 
have had greater need for the mediating functions offered by sufis, for example 
mediating between different tribal interests and offering supra-tribal structures 
based on new sets of loyalties. Hence, sufi orders have become dominant in a 
variety of settings: in the Bengali countryside and Egyptian cities, in Indonesia on 
the fringes of the Muslim world and close to the central Islamic heartlands in 
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places such as the Sudan and Kurdistan. Religious élites operating in the frame- 
work of weak state power have also been able to acquire much greater control over 
local resources than would otherwise have been the case under more centralised 
governments: in Morocco like Sind this has led to the emergence of saintly 
families with very great social and economic landed interests, who themselves 
came to wield political power.* 

Pirs in Sind have shown a great capacity to survive. This has been largely the 
result of the way in which they have continued to provide a function: they have 
been able to retain a social réle. The introduction of the modern state is cited as 
one of the main reasons for the general decline of sufi orders in recent times, yet 
developments in Sind show that this decline has not necessarily been uniform or 
inevitable. Here pir families by and large survived the process of modernisation 
introduced by the British. The colonial authorities’ need for strong and reliable 
intermediaries contributed directly to the enduring vitality of the institution of 
the pir within Sind. The British desire to work through existing local élites 
whenever possible meant that the institutions of the modern state were in- 
troduced in ways which favoured existing powerholders. Pirs modified their 
outlook and behaviour according to their perceptions of the threat to their 
interests posed by British rule. By striking ‘bargains’ with the authorities, they 
were able to take advantage of new political methods of asserting their position in 
society and prepared themselves well for participation in the politics of the 
independent state of Pakistan. 

Thus, flexibility, which proved the main force behind the vitality of the sufi 
tradition in the past, would also appear to be the hallmark of the survival of sufi 
leaders in the modern world. Where they have been prepared to rethink their 
traditional réles and to adapt to new political circumstances, they have retained 
and even expanded their influence. At the same time, the local context in which 
sufi leaders operate has determined their ability to respond effectively to changes 
beyond their control. It has affected the way in which their influence is exercised 
and their relations with secular state power. Even in environments which are 
relatively hostile to Islam and its institutions, such as Central Asia under both 
Tsarist and Soviet rule, sufis have survived as the main sustainers of Islam largely 
as a result of their ability to adapt to the changed circumstances in which they find 
themselves.°* 

Since 1947, the pirs of Sind have continued to flourish. Like other great 
landowners, they have survived attempts at land reform with their estates vir- 
tually intact. They have become leading politicians at provincial and national 


* See Michael Gilsenen, Saint and Sufi in Modern Egypt: An Essay in the Sociology of Religion 
(Oxford, 1973); Clifford Geertz, Islam Observed: Religious Development in Morocco and 
Indonesia (Chicago, 1971). 

5 A. Bennigsen and S. Wimbush, Mystics and Communism: Sufis in the Soviet Union (London, 
1985). 
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levels, often with members of the same extended family strategically positioned in 
political terms to ensure that it does well whatever the nature of the adminis- 
tration. Spiritually, their influence has not been significantly damaged by state- 
sponsored revivals of ‘orthodox’ Islam. Governments over the years have sought 
legitimacy through their support; either directly, by winning them on to the same 
political platform, or indirectly, by adopting policies towards their shrines which 
turn them into national religious and cultural monuments. The skills which pirs 
perfected during the one hundred years of British rule have equipped them for 
today’s Pakistan. Once again under Muslim rule, as in the past, they continue, by 
and large, to prosper, their flexibility still ensuring their survival as one of the 
most powerful élites in Sindhi society. 
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